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OUR TRUE HERITAGE

The cosmos is filled with precious gems. 
I want to offer a handful of them to you this morning. 
Each moment you are alive is a gem, 
shining through and containing earth and sky, 
water and clouds.

It needs you to breathe gently 
for the miracles to be displayed. 
Suddenly you hear the birds singing, 
the pines chanting, 
see the flowers blooming, 
the blue sky, 
the white clouds, 
the smile and the marvelous look 
of your beloved.

You, the richest person on Earth, 
who have been going around begging for a living, 
stop being the destitute child. 
Come back and claim your heritage. 
We should enjoy our happiness 
and offer it to everyone. 
Cherish this very moment. 
Let go of the stream of distress 
and embrace life fully in your arms.

 


THICH NHAT HANH
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introduction

Sister Jewel

I had the great fortune to know my great-grandmother. We all called her Mudro, a nickname from one of her grandkids who was trying to pronounce “mother.” She was born in 1900, in Tupelo, Mississippi. She was the twelfth of fourteen children born to sharecroppers and lived to be 101. Her mother passed away when she was six. As a child, I liked to sit across from Mudro at the kitchen table. She’d sip her iced tea through a straw and tell me stories about her early life.

She’d had a mean stepmother, who took the money Mudro earned when they’d wash people’s laundry together. Mudro told me about the day she stood up for herself. She and her stepmother had left the house together and were walking down the lane. When Mudro turned to go work at a different house so she could keep her earnings, her stepmother grabbed her by the hair and began beating her. Mudro at this point would always tell me with gusto, “Girl, I whooped her butt!” Her stepmother respected her after that and Mudro kept her own money.

Not long after this, Mudro’s father caught the stepmother cheating on him and threw her out. The stepmother began living with another man, who abused her. One day Mudro saw her former stepmother on  the street. She had been beaten up and had nothing to eat, so Mudro brought her a plate of food. I always remember her compassion and forgiveness towards someone who’d mistreated her.

Mudro was able to get some schooling, but never finished high school. She and her father survived the Great Influenza Epidemic of 1918 by drinking the juice of boiled grapefruit skins. She went on to marry and have six children. She loved to sing in the church choir and was a talented dancer and an elegant, beautiful woman well into her old age. Though she’d lived through many disappointments—five of her six children passed away long before she did—she was never bitter. She accepted her life gracefully and was grateful for all that she’d been given. When she slowly shuffled to the podium at the celebration of her hundredth birthday, surrounded by five generations of family and friends, she said with a sparkle in her eye and an impish grin, “I’m not old. I’ve just been here a long time!”

Mudro’s strong, humorous, happy presence in my life is a treasure for me. It is a tangible connection to the past and helps me understand where I come from and all that flows into me from past generations. It is a blessing of endurance, love, and self-confidence. Like Mudro herself, the teachings in this book are a gift of solidity and connection, both to ourselves and to our ancestors. The teachings in this book can help all of us to live our lives with more ease and freedom. In these pages, Thich Nhat Hanh offers deep love for every single one of us.

Thich Nhat Hanh is, among many things, a person of color. Born in Vietnam in 1926, he grew up under French colonial rule. After independence, the U.S. intervention in the Vietnam War was another kind of occupation by a foreign, Western country. Banned from his country for his nonviolent, nonpartisan stance, he has lived in exile in  France for forty years. He understands the violence of war, the pain of displacement, and the suffering of ethnic discrimination and cultural exclusion.

It was precisely this homelessness that helped Thich Nhat Hanh discover his own true home. Thay, as his students call him, teaches the essential role our suffering has—whatever kind of personal or social injustice it is born from—as the very ground of our enlightenment. Suffering, once it is revealed and acknowledged, can lead to healing and transformation. We all carry wounds carved by genocide, displacement, migration, relocation, exclusion, and violence. These historical and present-day traumas have shaped our everyday lives for generations.

Buddhist teachings offer ways to hold our suffering in a context of mindfulness and clear seeing. This book encourages us to seek a middle way, neither suppressing nor over-identifying with our suffering. Thay never encourages us to ignore our differences or minimize our suffering. He does not deny that racial injustice and oppression exist. He does not expect us to forget the past and simply get along in the present. Instead, he compassionately and deeply acknowledges our sorrows and pushes us to release those identities that limit us and rewrite the “stories” we cling too tightly to.

The journey of this book begins some ten years ago. For several years, people of color Dharma discussion groups had been organized at Thay’s retreats in response to the growing number of requests by retreatants of color. A group of practitioners had also been meeting to look into how our Sanghas could be more inclusive of people of color. In 2003, I traveled with Thay and the Plum Village international Sangha to China. During that trip, Larry Ward, Ariel Blair, and myself asked Thay if he would offer a retreat for people of color at Deer Park  Monastery. He nodded immediately and pointed to his own golden brown skin.

In March 2004, the first Colors of Compassion retreat was offered at Deer Park Monastery. Over three hundred people of Asian American, Pacific Islander, African American, Latino/a, Native American, and Middle Eastern descent, and a few European American family members attended. Many people were new to Buddhism. Many were attending a retreat for the first time. A good number of people were lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender. This retreat was the largest people of color Buddhist retreat in North American history. The healing and togetherness that blossomed at this first retreat was so inspirational that Thay and the Plum Village Sangha have committed to offering them on a regular basis.

Buddhist retreats for people of color are now regularly offered around the U.S., as well as unlearning racism trainings that utilize the insight of Buddhist meditation and practice. Both are expressions of Buddhism’s growing relevance to the social and cultural environment of North America. Together We Are One is an offering to this healing and transformative dialogue. Filled with insights, stories, and poems, this book illustrates how the Dharma is practiced by people of color in ways as beautiful and varied as our ancestries. Shaped by the listening circles, testimonios, and call-and-response traditions in our communities, each chapter is an interwoven dialogue between Thay, Dharma teachers, and retreatants from our Colors of Compassion retreats. It also includes Dharma talks by Larry Ward and myself from a small people of color retreat, without Thay, held in 2006.

Together We Are One reflects the fresh ways that the Dharma is expressed and practiced in new contexts. It illustrates how we can use the teachings to move past our limits and delusions of separation. Each  of us contributes to the collective consciousness. As we heal our own suffering, we also heal the collective consciousness, so that it becomes healthier, more compassionate, and more just for future generations.

Throughout 2009, four hundred peaceful monastic disciples of Thay were harassed, abused, and finally forcibly removed from their monastery by the Vietnamese government. Like so many of us, they are now dispersed as a community, but they continue to practice and create their communities anew. May the insight in this book help us to cultivate the strength within us in order to respond, like great-grandma Mudro and our Vietnamese brothers and sisters, with wisdom, compassion, and nonviolence in the face of injustice and oppression.





A WELCOME LARRY WARD

I want to welcome you to this moment with these words: History is already different because you are here. The world has already been changed because you showed up. I want to offer a special welcome for the precious friend that each of you has brought with you. That friend is your in-breath, that friend is your out-breath. I want to welcome that friend, and encourage you to stay close to him, stay close to her, during our time together. Whatever else is happening, don’t lose touch with that miracle of your in-breath and your out-breath.

I want to also welcome your ancestors, the men and women known to you and unknown to you—your ancestors of blood, your ancestors of the land, your ancestors of spirit, and your ancestors of the mineral, plant, and animal worlds that are all around us. I want to say that this land, this environment, this moonlight, this sunshine welcomes you. Enjoy!








chapter i

our true home




FINDING HOME 

Do you have a home? You may be black, yellow, brown, or white; you may come from any racial or cultural background. You may go home each night to a house or an apartment. But do you have a home? Do you have a true home where you feel comfortable, peaceful, and free?

This is a question for all of us to ponder, not just people of color. There are white people, citizens of the U.S., who have been living in the country for generations, but who still don’t feel that they belong. They are not happy with the military, economic, and political policies of their country, and they want to leave because they don’t feel comfortable living there. The same thing is true in Vietnam. There are many Vietnamese people who don’t feel that Vietnam is their true home, who don’t feel loved or understood by others who share the same race, the same country, the same ancestors. They don’t see a future for themselves, so they want to leave their country.

Who among us has a true home? Who feels comfortable in their country? I have a home that nobody can take away from me, and I feel very comfortable in my home. You may be surprised by this response,  since I have been exiled from Vietnam for almost forty years. But the truth is that although I’ve been kept from my homeland, I haven’t been in pain.1 I don’t suffer, because I have found my true home. My true home is not in France where the Plum Village practice center is located. My true home is not in the United States. My true home is not limited to a place or a time. My true home is not in Vietnam, in Africa, in Palestine, or in Israel.

My true home cannot be described in terms of geographic location or in terms of culture. It is too simple to say that I am nationally or culturally only Vietnamese. In my case, I don’t have a Vietnamese passport or identity card. Thus, legally speaking, I am not Vietnamese. I have elements of French culture, Chinese culture, Indian culture, and even Native American culture in me—how can you take them out of me? You cannot. If you take them out of me I can’t be the person I am today. There is no such thing as the Vietnamese race. Looking into me you can see Melanesian, Indonesian, Mongolian, and African elements. The Vietnamese race is made only of non-Vietnamese elements. If you know that, you are free. The whole cosmos has come together in order to help you to manifest. In you, the whole cosmos can be found.

I once heard the story of a young Japanese American man who went into a cafe. While he was drinking his coffee, he heard two young men talking in Vietnamese and crying. The young Japanese man asked them in English, “Why are you crying?” The two young Vietnamese men said, “We can’t go back to our country, our homeland. We are forbidden. The government there will not allow us to go back.”

The young Japanese American man got upset and said, “This is not worth crying over. Even though you are in exile and can’t go back   to your country, you still have a country, a place where you belong. But I do not have a country to go back to. I was born and raised in the U.S., and culturally I am American. But I feel uncomfortable because Americans do not truly accept me; they still see me as an Asian person, a foreigner. So I went back to Japan and tried to make it my home. But when I arrived there, the Japanese people told me that the ways in which I speak and behave are not Japanese, and I was not accepted as a Japanese person. When I’m back in the States, I’m not considered a true American. So even though I have an American passport, even though I can go to Japan, I do not have a home. But you do have a home.”

Like the Japanese American young man in the story, there are many Asian American young people who have been born and raised in the U.S., who are American in their way of thinking and acting, and who want to be seen as true Americans, immersed in this culture. But other Americans look at them with eyes that make them feel they are not really American because of their Asian ancestry. They feel sad and want to go back to Japan, Korea, or Vietnam to find their home. They think: “If my home is not in America, it has to be somewhere else.” But they don’t fit in with the culture of their ancestral country either. Other Asians call them “bananas” because although they appear to be Asian outside, inside they are white. This also happens to African Americans who go to Africa but who aren’t accepted there. Very few of us feel we are in our true home. Even though many of us have a nationality, a citizenship, and a passport, we are still looking for where we belong.




EXILE 

During the Vietnam War, I was in exile in France where we had an office for the Buddhist Peace Delegation from Vietnam. We wanted to represent the masses of people who did not have a voice, who did not  have a chance to speak out. We lived as a community in a poor quarter of Paris where many people of Arab origin lived. Every time I applied for a visa to go to the U.S., it was turned down automatically. The U.S. government didn’t want me in the country; they believed I might harm the war effort in Vietnam. I wasn’t allowed to go to the U.S., and I wasn’t allowed to go to England. When I wanted to go to the U.S. on a speaking tour, I had to write a letter to someone like Senator George McGovern or Senator Robert Kennedy asking them to send me a letter of invitation. The letter would read something like this: “Dear Thich Nhat Hanh, I would like to know more about the situation of the war in Vietnam. Please come and inform me. And if you have difficulties obtaining a visa, please telephone me at this number . . .” Only with such a letter could I get a visa.

Once when I was flying back to Paris from Japan, I flew by way of the U.S. because I wanted to stop in New York to meet with my friend in the peace movement, Alfred Hassler of the Fellowship of Reconciliation. I didn’t have a transit visa, so when I landed in Seattle I was taken aside and led to a room where I was locked in and I couldn’t see anyone. As I looked around, I saw many “Wanted” posters on the walls to help catch criminals. They had taken my passport and wouldn’t allow me to be in touch with anyone. It wasn’t until hours later, when my flight was about to leave, that they gave me back my passport and escorted me to the plane.

One day when I was in Washington, D.C., a Baltimore Sun reporter informed me that there was a dispatch from Saigon asking the governments of the U.S., France, the United Kingdom, and Japan not to honor my passport because I had been saying things that they felt were not helpful to the effort in the war against communism. Those governments agreed, and my passport was no longer valid in those  countries. There were people in Washington, D.C., who urged me to go into hiding, but to stay in the U.S. would have meant risking deportation and jail. I didn’t go into hiding, but I was forced to seek political asylum in France. They granted me asylum, and I was able to obtain an apatride travel document. “Apatride” means you don’t belong to any country; you are a stateless person. With this travel document, I could travel to the European countries that had signed the Geneva Convention. But to go to countries like Canada or the U.S., I still had to apply for a visa. It’s very difficult to apply for a visa when you don’t have a country. It had originally been my intention to leave Vietnam for only three months in order to give a series of lectures at Cornell, to make a speaking tour of the U.S. and Europe, and then to go home. All my friends and coworkers were in Vietnam.

The truth is that during the first two years of my exile it was quite difficult. Although I was forty years old, already a Dharma teacher with many monks and nuns as students and disciples, I still had not yet found my true home. I could give very good lectures on the practice of Buddhism, but I had not truly arrived. Intellectually, I knew a lot about Buddhism: I had trained several years in the Buddhist Institute and had been practicing since I was sixteen. During the time I was a young monk, I had tried my best to renew and update Buddhism so that it could respond to the real situation of suffering. We called this renewed practice “Engaged Buddhism,” the kind of Buddhism that can speak to the burning questions in society, questions like war, social injustice, political suppression, poverty, loneliness, and violence.

My intention was to bring people information about the real situation in Vietnam that they weren’t hearing about on the radio and in the newspaper. During the speaking tour, I’d sleep one or two nights in each city I visited. There were times when I woke up at night and  didn’t know where I was. It was very hard. I had to breathe in and out and remember what city, what country I was in.

During this time, I had a recurring dream of going home to my root temple in central Vietnam. I was climbing a green hill with beautiful trees, but halfway to the top something prevented me from being able to go further, and I woke up and realized that I was in exile. The dream came to me over and over again. In the meantime, I was very active, learning to play with German children, French children, American children, English children. I was making friends with Anglican priests, Catholic priests, Protestant ministers, rabbis, imams, and others. My practice was the practice of mindfulness. I tried to live in the here and the now and touch the wonders of life every day. I survived because of this practice. The trees in Europe were so different from the trees in Vietnam. The fruits, the flowers, the people, they were all completely different. Thanks to mindfulness, I was able to find my true home in the here and the now. I stopped suffering and the dream did not come back anymore.

It was because I did not have a country of my own that I had an opportunity to find my true home. This is very important. It was because I did not belong to any particular country that I made an effort to break through and find my true home. We may have the feeling that we do not belong to any land, country, geographical area, cultural heritage, or particular ethnic group. Like those men in the story, if we are Japanese American, when we go to Japan we may not feel that Japan accepts us, and when we come back to the U.S. we don’t feel that the U.S. is our home. If we are African American, when we go to Africa we don’t feel that we’re an African, and when we come back to the U.S. we don’t feel accepted either. When we have the feeling that we are not  accepted, that we belong nowhere and have no identity, this is when we have a chance to break through to find our true home.

People think that I suffered because I wasn’t allowed back to Vietnam. But that’s not the case. When I finally went back to visit Vietnam after almost forty years, it was a joy to be able to offer the teachings to the monks, nuns, and laypeople there, and to talk to the artists, writers, and others. When I had to leave, I didn’t suffer.

The expression, “I have arrived, I am home,” is the embodiment of my practice. It expresses my understanding of the teaching of the Buddha. It is the cream of my practice. Since the time I found my true home, I don’t suffer anymore. The past is no longer a prison for me. The future is no longer a prison for me. I am able to live in the here and the now and to touch my true home. I know that the future is available through the present; this is what I have found. And when we touch the present moment deeply, we touch the past; and if we know how to handle the present moment properly, we heal the past.




LIFE IS OUR TRUE HOME 

In the Buddhist tradition, a session of sitting meditation begins with the sound of the bell. A stick called an “inviter” touches the bell and invites it to sound. This sound is a gentle reminder to come home. In Plum Village, every time we listen to the sound of the bell, we silently recite this poem: “I listen, I listen, this wonderful sound brings me back to my true home.” Our true home is the present moment, whatever is happening right here and right now. Our true home is the place without discrimination, the place without hatred. Our true home is the place where we no longer seek, no longer wish, no longer regret. Our true home is not the past; it is not the object of our regrets, our  yearning, our longing, or remorse. Our true home is not the future; it’s not the object of our worries, hopes, or fears. Our true home lies right in the present moment. If we can practice according to the teaching of the Buddha and return to right here and right now, then the energy of mindfulness will help us to establish our true home in the present moment.

According to the teaching of the Buddha, liberation lies in the present moment. All of our spiritual and blood ancestors are present with us if we know how to come back to this moment. When we can feel these ancestors with us in the present moment, we no longer worry or suffer. We stop trying to find our home in space, time, territory, nationality, culture, or race, and we find happiness.

I have already found my true home. My true home is life. That is why I do not suffer. I’m not looking or hoping for anything anymore, and I’m not running away from anything anymore. I have found my happiness. I have taken refuge in the present moment, in the here and in the now. I want all of us, regardless of the color of our skin—white, black, brown, yellow—to be able to return to the present moment, penetrate it deeply, and discover our true home.

The Buddha offers us wonderful practices so we can end our worries, our suffering, our seeking, our regrets, and so we can be in contact with the wonders of life in the present moment. Then we can open our arms to embrace all people and all species without discrimination, and everybody can become the object of our love. When we are able to do this, we will have a home. Our true home is not an abstract idea. It is a solid reality that we can touch with our feet, with our hands, and with our mind every moment, and that we can live in every moment. If we know this, then nobody can take away our true home. Even if people occupy our country or put us in prison, we still have our true home,  and they can never take it away. I speak these words to young people and to those of you who feel that you have never had a home. I speak these words to the parents, you who feel that the old country is no longer your home but that the new country is not yet your home, who see your children suffering, looking for their true home, while you have not yet found it for yourselves. This practice is so you can find your true home and help your children find their true home. This is what I wish for you.

PERSONAL STORY

SISTER DANG NGHIEM

 


My name is Dang Nghiem, which means “adornment with nondiscrimination.” I was ordained along with eleven other brothers and sisters in May of 2000 in Plum Village. Thay gave each one of us a lineage name, and when I received my name, I knew that I was to focus on the practice of nondiscrimination in order to become a more peaceful person, a more joyful person, a free person. Thay said to the whole Sangha, “Nondiscrimination means not to discriminate against men or women, rich or poor.” I continue to discover my name as I practice it. To me, nondiscrimination means to let go of the separation inside me, the thinking that I am this and I am not that, to let go of the thought that you are different from me, or that you will not understand me because of the experiences I have gone through in my life. This kind of thinking has brought me a lot of suffering. It has made me feel alienated. It has made me feel misunderstood. However, when I practice nondiscrimination, I can gradually let go of that separation inside me and around me.

 


A Product of the War

I was born in 1968 in Central Vietnam. My grandmother told me that when I was born, there was heavy bombing going on around us. Relatives had to carry my mother and me through an underground tunnel, running away from all the bombing. My grandmother said that my auntie was holding me, while two men were carrying my mother on a hammock. They thought that if they kept me with my mother, we both could die if a bomb hit us. Thus, they separated us, so at least one of us had a chance to survive. I was born during the war and as a product of the war. I am Amerasian because my father was an American soldier and my mother was Vietnamese. I never met my father. My brother, whose father was also an American soldier, looks a lot more Caucasian. I look very much like my mother. In the late 1970s, the U.S. government passed a  law to sponsor Amerasian children to come to the U.S. At that time, there was still an embargo between the U.S. and Vietnam. People could not go to Vietnam to visit or vice versa. As Amerasians, however, we could apply to come to America. Our mother disappeared in 1980, right before the paperwork went through. I was only twelve years old, and my brother was eight years old. Grandmother felt that we were too young to go to a foreign country alone, so she kept us in Vietnam until 1985.

I came to this country when I was almost seventeen years old. We were sponsored by the Catholic Social Service in Phoenix, Arizona. My brother and I lived with foster parents for three years before we became independent. When we arrived, we did not speak any English. It was very difficult for us. Our foster mother was only thirteen years older than me. Both of my foster parents were Caucasian. My brother went to a school that was predominantly white. He looked white but he could not speak English, and the kids in school would tease him and call him “Communist.” They said, “Communist, go home, go home!” He got into many fights with them as a result.

My foster parents could not understand why he got into fights and were very upset. When I asked my brother what happened, he said, “They tell me, ‘Communist, go home!’” I just sat there and cried. When we lived in Vietnam, children yelled at us, “Americans! Invaders! Go home!” and they would beat my brother up daily. They did not beat me up because I looked Vietnamese. My brother, on the other hand, had blonde hair and fair skin. The kids would tease him, spit on him, and call him names day after day. We came to this country so that we would not be discriminated against, but it just continued to happen to my brother, at least the first two years in junior high. He would get in fights, and I would get so angry, I told him, “Kill them!” It was like that until my brother learned English better and he became one of them.

 


I Am My Mother

I do not know my father’s side, because I never met my father. I know a little more about my mother’s side. My grandmother and my mother were very  strong influences in my life. With the practice, I realize that a lot of who I am today is because of my mother and my grandmother. I am especially grateful to my grandmother. She had a very difficult life. She was born into a family of poor farmers. She was forced to marry a man whose own family was even poorer than my grandmother’s family, so she endured much hardship.

The strong influence in my life was my grandmother. She fed and cared for me as a baby, while my mother stayed in Saigon to earn money. When I was five or six years old, my grandmother brought me to the city where I lived with my mother. She was hardly ever home, because she was always away working. One day, my mother went to the market to sell clothes as usual, but she never came back. I was twelve years old and had only lived with my mother for less than six years. I returned to live with my grandmother.

When I think of my grandmother, I think of somebody who was very peaceful. She cooked for us, and she took care of everything. I especially remember her spiritual practice. When she had time, she would chant the Buddhist sutras. She would sit on the wooden plank bed, and using the rosary, she evoked the names of the Buddha and the bodhisattvas. She never wasted her time chatting or gossiping with people about this person or that person. Grandmother just sat very peacefully to pray or to be still. This image is very strong in me. During the years I lived in America, with all the pain that surged inside me, her image would come to my mind and soothe me. Her image, her life, her peaceful way of being would guide me through those times. I would have dreams about Grandmother that helped me to feel that she was always with me. Those dreams would give me courage to go on. I think if each of us is fortunate enough to know someone who is peaceful, someone who is stable, it will help us to have a sense of peace in our life—a light that we can follow. My grandmother has provided me that.

My mother was a less peaceful person. When she was a young woman during the Vietnam War, she left home because she wanted to earn money to take care of her mother and siblings. She left the farm and went into the city. She worked hard, and she was subjected to all kinds of abuse. This hard life  caused my mother to have a lot of anger and sadness. I remember that I was a very stubborn child, and I think that stubbornness came from my mother. If I did not want to finish my food, she would make me sit there and finish it even if it took three hours. When my mother was angry, she would beat me up and throw at me anything she could grab hold of. She would kick me and howl at me as if I were an enemy. Years later, I learned that my mother used to sing sad songs, too. After I fell asleep, she would gently rub green oil on my bruises and she would cry. But at the time, I did not know that my mother felt sorry for hurting me.

In my life, I had my grandmother as a peaceful person, and I had my mother as a turbulent person. I have both of those elements in me. The practice has helped me see more of my mother’s humanity—to see my mother, not as a person separate from me, but right inside of me. I am thirty-six years old now, and when my mother disappeared, she was also thirty-six years old. I look a lot like her so you can see my mother sitting here. I, too, have surges of anger, and I, too, have waves of sadness. I have learned to see that it is not my own sadness. It is my mother’s sadness, from all the abuse that she went through as a young woman.

I know that with the practice, I transform for myself and also for my mother. I used to have a recurring dream of my mother about once a year. In the dream, she walked right past me, not recognizing me. She looked lifeless, as if she had lost her soul. I would wake up and feel so sad, because my mother did not recognize me, she did not see me. I have been a monastic for over four years, and this dream has begun to change. In my most recent dream, my mother was smiling and helping me pack my belongings so that I could leave to become a nun. She said something that I could not hear clearly, but I replied, “Yes, Mother.” Even in the dream, I felt the tenderness and sweetness of my own words. I woke up right after the dream, and I sat quietly with what had just happened. I was keenly aware that the old perception I had of my mother had just changed forever. She is my mother, and she is also me. I have embraced her in my life. The tenderness that I expressed to  her is also a gesture of tenderness toward myself. My mother has a chance to transform through me. If I did not transform, I would continue my mother’s life.

One can live a life of such busyness, of such pain and sorrow, and even when your life seems very successful, you continue to feed that pain. When I transform, I stop that cycle of abuse. I stop that cycle of violence. I stop that cycle of suffering. Now every time I walk to the meditation hall for the morning sitting, I say, “Mother, I am walking for you. I know that in your life, you were never able to take a peaceful step. You were always busy, taking care of us children, your mother, brother, sister, and everybody.” I transform for my mother by living a peaceful life. I now have many more favorable conditions to continue her beautifully. Now I do not have to be busy. When I am busy, it is only because of my habit energy. As soon as I realize that, I ask myself, “ Why am I doing this?” Then I slow down for myself and for my mother, for my grandmother, for my brother, for my partner, and for many others.

 


Who Am I?

During my first retreat with Thay, I realized that the stress from medical school made me lose touch with the reason I chose to become a doctor, which was to help people. There was a lot of suffering in me, and it was deeper and affecting me more than I had been aware of. This was the First Noble Truth for me: The recognition and acknowledgement of my own suffering. I also discovered that there was a way to transform my suffering. For so long, I had believed that if I became very successful and if I found a loving partner, it would make up for everything that I had lost or never received in my life. Unfortunately, even though I had everything that I had ever wished for, I was still overwhelmed by my own sadness and pain from the past. At the retreat, I saw clearly that I could learn to transform my suffering. This was the Third Noble Truth: The cessation of suffering is possible. There is a way out! I began to feel hopeful.

When I first came to Plum Village, I did not identify as Vietnamese. I went to English speaking Dharma discussions because I had learned to express myself in English, not in Vietnamese. I saw myself as more Western than Vietnamese. I had an accent when I spoke Vietnamese. But I was keenly aware that when I spoke English, I had an accent as well, because I had learned English when I was seventeen years old. The questions about who I was and what I was doing created conflict in me. I tried to fit in, but I always felt alienated. In Plum Village, I have been thankful that both cultures coexist and intermingle. More and more, I find myself flowing between the two cultures, and the separation becomes less and less. Now I do not think of myself as Vietnamese or American. I am both, and I am a whole lot more than that. This understanding has come through the practice.

We all experience race and racism in our own way. From that experience, we perpetuate it in the world through our thoughts, speech, and bodily actions. I hope we can all learn to see that we are so immense. The color of our skin, our place of birth, where we grew up, all the experiences we’ve had in our lives, they make up who we are. Yet they are not us. We are also made up of the experiences of our ancestors and the experiences of the whole universe. A French person would still ask the question, “Who am I?” A person who is purely Vietnamese would still ask, “Who am I?” We can ask that question in any language. We may feel that we know our parents and our ancestors and still we ask the questions, “Who am I? What am I here for?” This shows that the color of our skin or how we identify ourselves does not make us who we are. If we are not careful and skillful, it can imprison and restrict us.

I have learned that this body is not mine. I did not choose this body and how it looks. My parents, my ancestors, the environment, the food, the culture, all of those forces came together and manifested this body. I see how I am dependent on and connected to so many sources and conditions in order to have this body. I am not proud or ashamed of it. However, I am learning  to recognize the conditions that make up this body, to appreciate that I can walk and I can see, that I have a strong voice to sing and laugh. The practice has taught me that I don’t need to flaunt or to identify with my body. I need to care for my body, to love it, to listen to it when it is in pain, and be grateful to it when it is healthy.

Besides this body, I am also made up of feelings. A sadness in my heart comes to my awareness every so often. Before, I would tell my friends and my partner, “This sadness is mine. You do not understand it because you have never lived my life.” Now, I have learned that the sadness is really not mine because my mother also had that sadness. My grandmother and so many women and men in my life also had much sadness, and it has been passed on to me. I need to listen to this sadness, to embrace it, and to trace it back as much as I can, in order to understand it and transform it. Then I am also made up of my perceptions, such as the perceptions I had that I was an Amerasian, I was Asian, I was a woman, I was a doctor, I was a poet, I was this, and I was not that. Out of ignorance and unskillfulness, I cut myself into many separate pieces, and created conflict in myself. I am learning that these factors have helped to manifest this particular person called “Dang Nghiem,” but they are not who I am or who I can be.
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chapter ii

home is in the here and now

Someone may ask us, “My dear friend, has the most wonderful moment of your life arrived?” It would be a pity if such a moment were never to arrive at all. We may have the tendency to say: “Oh, it hasn’t arrived yet, but I’m sure that it will arrive sometime soon.” But if we keep living the same way we’ve been living our life for the past twenty years, it won’t arrive in the next twenty years, and may not arrive at all. For many of us, this moment never arrives.

The Buddha said, “You have to make the present moment into the most wonderful moment of your life.” This is possible. If we are able to go home to the present moment, to the here and the now, and become fully alive, fully present, we can touch all the wonders of life that are within ourselves and around us. Everything belonging to us is a wonder: our eyes, our ears, our nose, our body, and our mind. It is only because of the tension in our body and mind that we do not notice it.

Our true home is right here, but sometimes we can’t find it because it’s hidden by the tension and pain in our bodies and minds. If only we know how to relax, we can release the tension, open up our mind and body, and let the energy of mindfulness bring a relief to  our pain and suffering. We don’t have to do much. We just bring our mind back to our body to become fully present in the here and now and allow our body to be there, to receive the energy. If we have pain, sorrow, fear, and anger in our mind and in our heart, it’s possible for us to open the door of our heart so the collective energy of a wholesome, mindful community can penetrate to bring relief to our sorrow, our fear, our anger, our frustration.




MINDFUL BREATHING 

Every time we bring attention to our in-breath and our out-breath, we practice mindful breathing. In our daily life we breathe, but we’re not aware that we’re breathing in and out. Our body is there but our mind is elsewhere. So the practice is to bring our attention to our breath: “Breathing in, I know I’m breathing in. Breathing out, I know I’m breathing out.” Paying attention to our in-breath and out-breath, we bring our mind back to our body, and suddenly we are fully present in the here and now. We just bring our mind back to our breathing.

In the beginning, we may notice that our breathing is poor in quality. It may be short, and not very calm. Our breath is the outcome of our feelings. If our body has a lot of tension or pain, if our feelings are painful, our breath will be affected. When we bring our attention to our breath and breathe mindfully, our breath becomes deeper and more relaxed. Mindfulness of breathing means we use our mind in order to go back to ourselves and recognize our in-breath and our out-breath, like a mother going home and embracing her child. We’ll be surprised to see that after one or two minutes, the quality of our breathing will improve. Our in-breath has become deeper, our out-breath slower. After a few more minutes of breathing, our breathing is infused with the energy of  mindfulness and we begin to relax. We don’t force our breath. If our in-breath is short, we let it be short. If it’s not very peaceful, we let it be like that. We don’t try to intervene and force it, change it, or “work” on it. After some time, the quality of our in-breath and out-breath will naturally change.

Breathing in, I know I’m breathing in. 
Breathing out, I know I’m breathing out. 
Breathing in, I enjoy my in-breath. 
Breathing out, I enjoy my out-breath.



Breathing is enjoyable. Whether we’re sitting, standing, or lying down, breathing becomes a pleasure because in the breathing there is peace.

“Breathing in, I know I’m breathing in. Breathing out, I know I’m breathing out.” It’s very easy, like a child’s game, to identify the in-breath as the in-breath and the out-breath as the out-breath. If we want to be sure we’re doing it right, we put our hand on our belly. We’ll notice that when we breathe in, our stomach is rising and when we breathe out, our stomach is falling. We can say to ourselves, “Rising, falling.” We are completely aware of our in-breath from the beginning to the end. We are aware of our out-breath from the beginning to the end. Breathing like that, we enjoy breathing, and we stop our thinking. Stopping the thinking is a very important part of the practice. While breathing in, we just focus our attention on our in–breath. We invest one hundred percent of ourselves into our in-breath; we become our in–breath. There is concentration and mindfulness of our in–breath, so body and mind come together in just one moment, and suddenly we  become fully present, fully alive. We don’t think anymore of the past, of the future, of our projects, of our suffering. We just enjoy breathing in and out. It’s easy to feel the abdomen rising and falling if we lie down, but we can do it while we are sitting or walking as well.




SITTING MEDITATION 

We can practice mindful breathing anywhere. It is very good for sitting meditation. We don’t have to know anything about meditation to sit. Sitting should be a joy. It should not be hard labor or require heavy effort. Just be there, in the sitting position. We may like to sit on a chair or on a cushion. We may sit cross-legged or in whatever position we feel comfortable. The purpose of sitting is to be really present in the here and the now. We are not fighting, we are not struggling in our sitting. We allow all the muscles in our body to relax. There are people who feel pain everywhere in their body after fifteen minutes of sitting meditation because they’re making so much effort to sit, and to succeed in their sitting meditation. The same people can sit for two hours watching television, and they don’t feel any pain. So why do we have to fight and suffer like that? Instead we can just allow ourselves to be relaxed, like when we sit and watch television.

We may like to observe our in-breath and out-breath. Doing this helps us to be aware of other things that are going on in us. Every time there is a feeling coming up, we recognize it, and look deeply at it. Every time there is a thought arising, we identify it, recognize it. We can learn a lot from observing what is going on in our body and in our mind during sitting meditation. But sitting also gives us a chance to do nothing. Just enjoy sitting, and enjoy breathing in and out. “Breathing in, I know I’m alive. Breathing out, I smile to life, in me and around me.”

Being alive is a miracle. During the twentieth century, millions of people perished because of war. People continue to die in wars and conflicts, from hunger and disease, and as a result of natural disasters. They continue to die because of alcohol, drugs, and automobile accidents. Approximately thirty-five young people commit suicide every day in France. It’s a miracle to be alive. And our mindful in-breath helps us to realize the miracle that we are still alive. “Breathing in, I know I am alive. Breathing out, I smile to life.” Just sitting there and enjoying our in-breath and our out-breath is already happiness. We are alive, and that is worthy of celebration.

So sitting meditation is a way to celebrate life. We celebrate with our in-breath and our out-breath, and we can smile. We don’t try to become a buddha. We just enjoy sitting and accept ourselves as we are. Even if there is some tension in the body, some pain in the heart, we accept ourselves like that. And with the energy of mindful breathing, we embrace our body, we embrace our mind, we allow ourselves to be in a relaxed position, and we learn to enjoy our in-breath and out-breath. And if we know how to live peacefully, happily, we will become an instrument of peace. We can help build our family, our community, and bring harmony and reconciliation to the world.




RELEASING TENSION 

When we notice that our in-breath and our out-breath have become deeper and slower, then we can offer that calmness to our body:Breathing in, I’m aware of my body. 
Breathing out, I smile to my body. 
Breathing in, I’m aware of my body. 
Breathing out, I allow my body to release the tension.





When we breathe in mindfully and we go back to our body, we may notice that there is tension in our body, perhaps there is a pain in our body. Mindfulness is the energy that helps us to recognize the accumulated tension or pain in our body.

Without mindfulness, the tension in our body can become constant. One day I was sitting on the bus with a friend who was organizing a teaching tour for me in India. He belonged to the Dalit caste, formerly called “untouchables.” He wanted very much to make my trip in India pleasant and successful, so there was a lot of tension in him. The tension had been handed down to him by many generations of ancestors. The Dalits have been struggling for thousands of years to survive, so the tension in him had deep roots.

I was sitting close to the window and was admiring the beauty of India outside. I was so happy. But when I turned to my right, I saw him very tense, and I said, “Dear friend, I know that you are eager to make my visit pleasant. I’m very happy now; you don’t have to worry, just sit back, and relax.” He said, “Okay.” He sat back and relaxed, and I continued to look outside and enjoy the palm trees, the hills, and so on. But five minutes later, when I looked at him again, I saw he was as tense as before. It’s not easy to release that kind of tension. It has been accumulating for many thousands of years. So we need a friend with us, always reminding us to practice, so that we can slowly release that tension. It is a process and it needs much practice. Even if we have the intention and desire to do it, it’s not enough to enable us to succeed. We need methods of practice, and we need a friend.

Bringing our mind back to our body, we realize that the tension is still there. So we keep returning to the body, continually releasing the tension. When we drive, we can drive in such a way that there is no tension in us. When we stop at the red light, we smile at the red light;  it’s a friend reminding us to sit back, to smile, and release the tension. While we’re making breakfast, we may like to bring our attention to our breath and practice releasing the tension in us. It’s very important. The moment the tension is released from the body, the body begins to have the capacity to heal itself.

After our body has begun to relax, we can begin to identify our feelings and our emotions. “Breathing in, I’m aware of a painful feeling in me. Breathing out, I smile to the painful feeling in me.” There is a painful feeling, but there is mindfulness embracing that feeling. Mindfulness is always mindfulness of something. When we breathe mindfully, that is mindfulness of breathing. When we walk mindfully, that is mindfulness of walking. When we drink mindfully, that is mindfulness of drinking. When we are mindful of our feelings, that’s mindfulness of feeling. Mindfulness can intervene in every physical and mental event to bring recognition and relief.




AVOIDING THE SECOND ARROW 

If you’ve just come out of a depression, and you don’t want to relapse, the surest way to stay healthy is to practice releasing tension. If you know how to do that, your depression will not come back. This is very important. Animals in the forest know to do this. Every time they get seriously wounded, they find a quiet place to lie down and do nothing. They know that this is the only way to heal. They don’t think of eating or chasing another animal. They just lie down. They have this wisdom. After a number of days, lying very still, they heal and can get up and return to their normal foraging or hunting for food. We humans have lost this kind of wisdom. We don’t know how to rest anymore. We allow worries and fear to penetrate and take hold of us. We do not have the capacity to allow our body to rest. This is why healing has become  more difficult. The pain in our body, including chronic pain, may be due to our fear, our anger, and our tension. If we can release tension, fear, and anger, our pain will be reduced.

We create much of our suffering ourselves by how we deal with our difficulties and pain. The Buddha tells the story of someone who is hit by one arrow and experiences a great deal of suffering. If he’s hit in the same place by a second arrow, the pain is not just twice as intense but many times greater. When we have pain or suffering, we need to take care of it with our mindfulness. If we allow ourselves to be swept away by fear, worry, anxiety, or hatred, this is like being hit by the second, third, and fourth arrows, increasing our suffering. So when we have pain or problems, it’s very important to realize the significance of that pain or problem, and not to exaggerate it. Fear and anger exaggerate our pain and make it much more difficult to handle. We should not allow the second arrow to hit us. If we have some pain in our body, we breathe in and say, “This is only a minor physical pain.” If we need the confirmation of a doctor, we can ask her to verify it for us. But we should not let our fear, our anger, and our worries magnify our pain.

Releasing our worry, fear, and anger will bring us a feeling of joy, of happiness, and it will help our body to develop the power of self-healing. The practice of quiet, peaceful sitting, peaceful walking, and mindful breathing helps bring peace and relaxation to our body. And that will enhance our power to heal. It restores our immune system. We have elements of healing available in us. When we are able to produce a thought of compassion, understanding, and forgiveness, this is an element of healing. When we are able to say something kind, compassionate, we should say it. It is an element of healing for us and for the world. When we can do something to protect, to support, to save others, this is an element of healing. Every step we make in mindfulness,  with stability and freedom, is an element of healing. Every in-breath and out-breath that can help release the tension in the body, bring joy into our daily life, is an element of healing. And we have to recognize these elements of healing that are already there.

We may go to a doctor, or to an acupuncturist to get a session of acupuncture, and we may feel a little bit better after the session. But if we go home with all our worries and tensions and our habits of daily living that we cannot release, the session of acupuncture will not help us for very long. We’ll fall back into sickness. So each of us has to recognize elements of healing that we already have, and make use of them. When we know how to make use of these elements, we are no longer afraid that our depression or other illnesses will come back.




DAILY MINDFULNESS 

All of us have the seed of mindfulness and concentration in us. All of us are capable of drinking our tea mindfully. When I drink my tea, I want to really drink my tea. Before drinking, we may like to breathe in and out to bring our mind home to our body. We want to be there, fully. When we are fully there, the tea will be fully there for us. If we are not there, the tea is like a ghost, it is not real.

When we practice eating our lunch or our breakfast mindfully, we establish ourselves in the here and the now and we pay attention only to the food that we eat. When we pick up a piece of bread, we don’t think of the past or the future, we just touch the piece of bread deeply, and we’re able to see that the piece of bread contains the whole cosmos. In the piece of bread, I can see the sunshine, the cloud, the earth, and the farmer. If there is no sunshine, the wheat cannot grow. If there is no cloud, there will be no rain for the wheat to grow. If there is no earth, no soil, how could the wheat grow? So if we look deeply into  the piece of bread, we see everything in it. The piece of bread we hold in our hand is the body of the cosmos. With a little bit of mindfulness we can see that the piece of bread is an ambassador of the cosmos coming to us.

Once we can see the piece of bread in its true nature, we can put it in our mouth. We don’t put anything else in our mouth, like our projects, our fear, our anger—it’s not good for our health. We just put the bread in. When we chew the bread, we just chew the bread, mindfully, with joy. We don’t chew our sorrow, our anger. There is no thinking, just the practice of mindful chewing. We take our time to enjoy our breakfast. From time to time we pause and smile.

We become fully present and fully alive. It doesn’t take long; it may take just one step or one in-breath. In our daily life, we’re in a state of distraction, with mind and body going in two different directions. Our mind may be preoccupied by our projects, our fear, our anger; it may be caught in the past or in the future. But as soon as we go home to our breath, our body and our mind come together very quickly. And in this state of being, we pick up our tea, and the tea becomes a reality. And when we drink our tea, there’s no thinking, there’s just drinking, deep drinking. We are real, the tea is real, and life is real. Many people live in a dream because they are not in touch with what is going on in the present moment. But we can be aware that what is going on is that we are enjoying our tea; there is no thinking at all, there is only drinking tea. In that moment, life is real and we have returned to our true home.




WALKING MEDITATION 

Our parents, our ancestors may have run all their lives. They may never have had the chance to take a peaceful step. Now their habits have  become ours, and we continue to run. But we can learn how to walk like a free person, free from the past, free from the future, free from our projects, and our strong emotions. Walking in freedom like that can bring a lot of healing, joy, and nourishment.

When we’re walking by ourselves, we may like to try the practice of slow walking. When we take an in-breath, we take only one step. We bring our attention to the soles of our feet. We touch the ground with mindfulness, as if we are kissing the earth. We invest one hundred percent of our mind and our body into making a step. We may say, “I have arrived.” This is not a declaration or a statement, but a realization that we are in the here and the now. Someone who doesn’t practice is always running. Now we can say, “I have arrived. I am not running anymore.” This is a revolutionary act. If we take one step saying, “I have arrived,” but we have not arrived one hundred percent, we don’t take another step. We stay in that position until we truly arrive before we take another step. We know for ourselves if we have fully arrived in each step. No one else needs to tell us. We are our own teacher.

When we have finished our first step, we can breathe out and take another step, and say to ourselves, “I am home.” “I have arrived. I am home.” Suppose we have a distance of ten feet to walk. We start from this rock, and we’d like to arrive at that tree. Every step that we take from here to there should be successful, a mindful step. We challenge ourselves. With concentration, with one hundred percent of our body and mind, we will succeed in taking each step in mindfulness.

We can also practice “I am solid, I am free.” We breathe in and take one step, saying, “I am solid,” and as we breathe out, we take another step, saying, “I am free.” Solidity and freedom are the very foundation of true happiness. If we keep being pulled away by the past, by the future, by our projects, by our worries, we’re not solid. Solidity  means we are well established in the here and the now. Freedom means we are free from sorrow concerning the past, from fear concerning the future. Solid and free. We cultivate this solidity and freedom with the practice. “I am solid. I am free.” It’s not wishful thinking. It’s a realization. Because if we can make a step that can touch the here and the now, we are free from the past, we are free from the future. There are those of us who can walk like that. When we see such a person walking, we can see their joy, their solidity, their freedom. They walk like a buddha. Every one of us has the capacity of walking with the Buddha’s feet.

There is a song that can help us to remember these meditation verses:I have arrived. I am home. 
In the here, in the now. 
I am solid. I am free. 
In the ultimate I dwell.





When we walk like this, we radiate the energy of compassion, of peace. And the animals, the vegetation, the rocks also feel that. They receive the energy of peace and compassion from our walking. So, walking like that, we heal ourselves and we help heal the environment at the same time.

When we walk together with others, we may like to walk at a more normal pace, taking two or three steps for each in-breath and each out-breath. We walk in such a way that the earth becomes paradise. The collective energy of mindfulness can reveal paradise right away, in the here and the now. We walk like a river, like an organism; every one of us is a cell in the body of the community. There is harmony. Every step  brings us to the here and the now. The here and now is the address of our true home.




THE BUDDHA IS IN OUR BODY 

The purpose of mindful breathing, walking, and sitting meditation is to help us understand ourselves. Our “self ” is made of five aggregates, skandha in Sanskrit: form, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness. We may think we understand our five skandhas. But the fact is that we don’t know enough about them.

To find our true home we have to look deeply into our five aggregates. The first sentence of the Heart Sutra can show us the way: “The Bodhisattva Avalokita, while moving in the deep course of perfect understanding, shed light on the five skandhas and found them equally empty.” “Empty” means they don’t have a separate self; they are made of the whole cosmos. Emptiness also means interbeing. I am made of you, and you are made of me. So any discrimination is foolish.

Buddhist meditation always begins with the contemplation of the body. First, we go back to our in-breath and out-breath, and then we go back to our body. We get acquainted with it and become one with it to bring it calm and peace. When we practice looking deeply into our body, we discover its nature of interbeing. It is made of all the elements: earth, water, fire, air, space, and time. And we begin to see the mountains, the rivers, the trees, the flowers, the dew, the stars, the galaxies, everything, in our body. The whole cosmos is there in it. And suddenly we see our body as something to bow down to. We discover deep reverence, and we learn to handle it with respect.

Before we realize the interbeing nature of our body, we don’t really know what it is. We may think it is the cause of all our problems and despise it. Those who hate their body, who want to commit  suicide, don’t know its value. They don’t know that the body is also the mind and the altar of the spirit. We may have a complex that our body is less beautiful than other people’s bodies. It is only with the practice of looking deeply that we can remove all types of complexes and develop profound respect, because our body is nothing less than a miracle, a wonder, a manifestation of the cosmos. In it we can see many generations of ancestors, not only human ancestors but also animal, plant, and mineral ancestors. And the stars, the galaxies have also helped our body to manifest. We don’t know much about our body, and we may have underestimated it. We must rediscover our body, and then it will become the object of our reverence. In it we can find the Buddha, we can find the Pure Land, we can find the whole cosmos. When we have discovered our real body, our true body, we will be able to help others do the same.

We have to remove all ideas we have about our bodies. Then we can overcome every kind of complex, and we will be free like the Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva of compassion. The same kind of practice should be done with our feelings, our perceptions, our mental formations, and our consciousness, because we may have many complexes in these areas. And the practice helps us remove all complexes, such as, “I’m not as spiritual as they are,” “I’m not as intellectual as they are,” or “I’m not as talented as they are.” All these kinds of perceptions are the root of our suffering. Because our feelings, our perceptions, our mental formations, and our consciousness are as wondrous as our body, and if we look at them in depth, we will discover the Buddha, the cosmos, the wonders in them all.

Then we can be free from all notions, all ideas and perceptions that divide us into categories, like African, Asian, European, American, and Australian. All notions like black and white, and yellow and red will  be removed. Because it is these notions that create suffering, that create discrimination in us and in other people. And if we are able to remove them, we are free. We overcome all our suffering. We can still celebrate and honor our roots, our ancestors, the beauty of our culture, but we are no longer caught or limited by ideas about ourselves. We embrace the whole cosmos within ourselves, and we can look at other living beings with respect, with equanimity, and embrace them all. In that moment we have found our true home.




OUR TRUE HOME IS IN OUR FIVE SK ANDHAS 

If we believe and take seriously the ideas we and others have of our five skandhas, we will suffer. We have to begin by affirming that we don’t know enough about our own five skandhas, and other people around us also don’t know enough about them, so we should not be caught in any idea. We can say to our friends: “I don’t know enough about my ‘self,’ I need to look deeply into myself. I don’t want to be caught in any idea. And please do the same: do not be caught in your ideas about me, or about you. I have to look deeply into myself, and so do you. We have to be careful, because none of us is qualified to say anything about our five skandhas when we don’t know enough about them.” This is the beginning. If you have this kind of insight, you stop suffering right away. This is already liberation, because we are no longer the victim of ideas, whether they are our own ideas or others’ ideas about us.

We stop suffering when we begin to accept our five skandhas as wonders of life. And we are the object of our own discovery, because to meditate means to discover; with our mindfulness and concentration we look deeply and we discover ourselves. The process of looking deeply can be a very joyful, exciting one. One of the Patriarchs in the Zen lineage, Master Linji, said that our true home, the Kingdom  of God, the Pure Land of the Buddha, peace, and happiness are not objects to be found outside of ourselves, they have to be found in our own five skandhas. If we can go home to ourselves and discover the depth of our being, then we can be like a buddha, like a bodhisattva, an awakened being. We can enjoy deeply every moment of our daily life and dwell in our true home.

Our true home is in the here and the now whether we are in the U.S., Africa, Japan, Korea, Vietnam, or France. Our true home does not have to bear a name like France, or Africa, or South America. How can we find our true home? With our eyes, our ears, our feet, our body, and our breath. We have the instruments needed to detect our true home. When we breathe, we breathe in such a way that we can find our true home. When we make a step, we make a step in such a way that we can touch our true home with our feet.

Our true home can be found in our five skandhas. Consciousness is the fifth skandha. Patriarch Linji spoke of consciousness in terms of six miraculous beams of light, the six sense consciousnesses: eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, and mind consciousness.2 When we look at the blue sky, we are using our eye consciousness, one of the six beams of light, and we find our true home in the blue sky. When we listen to the rain, we use our ear consciousness, and we listen to the rain in such a way that we can find our true home in the rain. When we hear the thunder, we listen in a way that the thunder puts us in touch with our true home. And this can be done in every moment. We don’t have to go to Vietnam, to Japan, to New Zealand to find our true home. Our true home is right in the here and the now, and we only need to use   our five aggregates to touch it. We stop running away from ourselves, searching for something outside of us. Our true home must be in the here and in the now.

Our true home is in our feet. We must walk in such a way that every step helps us touch our true home. Whether we walk in France, in Mexico, in Botswana, or in Canada, we always feel at home. It depends on us and not on the place around us. The Pure Land, the Kingdom of God is not outside of us. The Pure Land is in our feet. If we practice walking meditation for half an hour, we have a chance to touch our true home in that half hour. If we are comfortable with every step, if we are not trying to run away from ourselves, we have touched our true home.

When we practice walking, we breathe in and out and bring our attention to our feet and say, “I have arrived, I am home.” We have arrived in our true home, which is life in the here and the now. This is the only home we have. Our true home is not somewhere else or in some other time. If we have a comfortable house, we may come home from a trip, and say, “Home, sweet home.” Yet after a few days, we get bored and want to go somewhere else again. No matter how lovely our physical home is, it is never the true home of the present moment.

Sometimes we feel that we are not in our true home because the person we love is not there. The person we love may be in another city. We think if we can be together with our beloved, we will feel more at home. But if we have not found our true home, then even when we are with the person we love, we won’t feel at home. This is why it is very important for us to find our true home first. Only then can we help our beloved one find his or her true home. Otherwise, both of us will be without a home, still looking somewhere outside of ourselves. So we should not think that our true home is wherever our beloved one is.  Our true home is in our heart, in our five aggregates. And when we have found our true home we feel at home anywhere we go.




TOUCHING THE ULTIMATE DIMENSION 

According to this practice, finding our true home is not something abstract. It’s very concrete. Go back to the here and the now. Touch life deeply with all its wonders, inside you and around you, in the five skandhas; although they are impermanent, our true home is there. By touching the five skandhas deeply, we also touch the ground of the five skandhas; this is nirvana: extinguishing all notions, transcending all suffering.

We can speak of reality in terms of the historical dimension and the ultimate dimension. When we touch the historical dimension deeply, we touch the ultimate dimension. When we touch the ultimate dimension, we find our true home. The example of the wave and the water is very easy to understand. The wave represents the historical dimension, and water represents the ultimate dimension. A wave seems to be impermanent. It looks like it has a beginning and an end, it can go up or down, be high or low, be like this or like that. But when we touch the wave deeply, when we touch the historical dimension deeply, we touch the water; we touch the ultimate dimension. The water is the foundation of the wave; and if we do not touch the wave, we cannot touch the water, because the water is in the wave. It is very important for the wave to realize that she is water. If the wave realizes she is water, she is no longer afraid of beginning, ending, going up and going down. So a wave might search outside herself for her true home. But it is right inside herself that she should search for her true home; she just has to bend down and touch herself to find her true nature of water.

It seems that the wave is impermanent, transitory, but in fact the wave is free from birth and death, from going up and down, because the wave is at the same time the water. So let us not discriminate against or underestimate our five skandhas and believe they are impermanent, because if we know how to touch them deeply, we touch the ultimate dimension, and then we can find our true home, which is not limited by impermanence. There is only one place, one time when we can touch the ultimate dimension, and that is the here and the now. It is only in the here and the now that we can touch the wave, and if we touch the wave deeply, we touch the water. We don’t have to go anywhere else to touch the water; the moment when we touch the wave we touch water right away.

Our practice is to find our true home. We cannot realize our true home unless we approach our five skandhas with a feeling of respect, of humility, because we don’t yet know that they are the Buddha, the Pure Land. We underestimate them. We know very little about our own bodies. To understand our eyes, we must set up an eye institute to research and study them. We have to set up an institute to learn about the brain. We have to set up an institute to learn about the heart. Science, also, is trying to understand the human body and the human mind. Science uses scientific instruments. Meditators use their mindfulness, their concentration, their practice of breathing, their practice of walking, and their practice of looking deeply. Scientists and meditators can work together to discover the true nature of the five aggregates.

As we practice sitting, breathing, or walking, of course we may use this time to bring calm and comfort to our body and mind. But this is not the only purpose of our practice. It’s nice to bring some calm, some stability, some peace to our body and our feelings, but this is not  enough. We have to go further, we have to learn to discover our five skandhas and touch the Buddha in them, touch the Pure Land in them. This practice is very concrete and teaches us how to perform miracles every day. When we look at the blue sky and we recognize that the blue sky is our true home, that is a miracle. When we walk on the planet Earth and we realize that this beautiful planet is our true home, we have performed a miracle. When we breathe in, we realize that this in-breath is our true home, very close to us, very dear to us. We can discover miracles in every moment.

PERSONAL STORIES

JENNIFER FALLON

 


At my first meditation retreat, I had such a wonderful experience of attending to the suffering in my body. I have certain places in my body, like in my hips, and a spot behind my shoulder blade where I always have pain. I was starting to wonder if some of it wasn’t mine. I was doing yoga in the meditation hall, and it became clear that the suffering in my hips in particular is generations old, from Africa.

Now I know that while this pain is mine, it’s also my mother’s, my father’s, and my ancestor’s. It needs my attention to heal it. This suffering in me is an opportunity to come closer to myself and my ancestors, and to cultivate seeds of compassion, connection, and understanding rather than seeds of division or difference. I think the union of African and Irish American heritage inside me is an amazing opportunity to transform a lot of suffering into a lot of compassion and a lot of understanding.

 


 


DIANE LITTLE EAGLE

In 1988 I lost a daughter, she went back to spirit world. I felt such incredible loss, and then I was given one of Thay’s books. His teachings helped to fill that void. It was exactly what I needed to fill it with love, to heal my wounds, and water the seeds that nourish and protect.

I’m Eyak, Algonquin and Austrian. Eyak come from the Prince William Sound area; Algonquin are from eastern Canada. My dad was from a little town up in the mountains above Innsbruck. We’re real subsistence people, from the waters, we live on fish and berries and greens. We grew up close to grandmother earth. I feel that same closeness is really strong in Thay and his Sangha and his way of life.

Our medicine people and Thay’s teachings are very similar. Thay teaches that love is the answer, and that was my aunt’s message to the world, too. When she spoke to the United Nations, she said that people needed to let go of all their hate because the Creator never gave us that. The Creator gifted us always with love. All the solutions that we need in our lives lie in living a loving way of life. She was our last full-blooded and last fluent speaker. She traveled everywhere sharing that message of love and all her traditional knowledge.

I live close to several native villages. We have a little Sangha. I joined the Order of Interbeing in 2007 and always go to retreats with Thay when he comes to the U.S. I just try to live according to that wisdom, and our group comes together to support each other in mindfulness, meditation, and prayer. We meet regularly, but in fishing and berry-picking season we are just all outside.

A number of years ago I got hurt in a really bad accident. I was at a friend’s loft and the ladder split and I fell backward. I thought I was leaving this planet. I just kept trying to breathe. I broke both wrists and both arms. I had lots of surgeries, I’m pretty rebuilt now. I had to do lots of physical therapy. It was excruciating. I couldn’t do anything because I had to lie flat for a long time to stabilize my back. But I learned to breathe through it. I had a lot of time to just meditate, a lot of time to be quiet. It was kind of like a retreat in its own way, a many-months retreat. I called the body cast my turtle shell. I kept thinking that I could hardly wait until I could just walk and breathe. What a joy walking meditation is now. This journey was the biggest experience in mindfulness. I’m very grateful that I can walk again.

We don’t do anything alone in this world. I feel such gratitude in my heart for Thay and the Sangha. We have these incredible tools right there, right inside of us and all around us. I try to help make this world better through our traditional way of life in song, dance, and culture. The elders in our tribe told us all along the importance of knowing we have the opportunity to create heaven on earth in each and every moment. The only place  we were given to do our ceremonies was a dump, a landfill. For months and months we hauled all the trash out. We planted grasses and trees and kept our focus and prayer, and it became a beautiful place, a paradise.

I try to do whatever I do in the most loving, compassionate, understanding way I can, and remember that there are thousands of eyes and ears watching and listening. Our journey here is because of our ancestors. I would not be here without them. I am them and they are me. Our journey here is for our young people. We believe that our journey here, as we walk this grandmother earth, is what seven generations will have. We are creating for seven generations in every step we take. Each step is for the journey that’s yet to come. We need to remember what great things can be done out of love. There are no limits.
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chapter iii

what is your true name?

When I was first exiled in France, I learned of an eleven-year-old girl escaping from Vietnam with her family and other boat people. She was raped by a pirate, right on her boat. Her father tried to intervene, but the pirate threw her father into the sea. After the child was raped, she jumped into the ocean to commit suicide. We received the news of this event one day in our Buddhist Association office in Paris. It was so upsetting to me that it kept me from sleeping. I felt anger, blame, and despair.

That evening in sitting meditation, I saw myself being born as a baby boy into a very poor fishing family on the coast of Thailand. My father was a fisherman. He couldn’t read, he had never gone to the temple; he had never received any Buddhist teaching or any kind of education. The politicians, educators, and social workers in Thailand had never helped my father. My mother was also illiterate, and she didn’t know how to raise children. My father’s family had been poor fishermen for many generations—my grandfather and my great-grandfather had been fishermen, too. And when I turned thirteen, I also became a fisherman. I had never gone to school, I had never heard  of the Buddhadharma, I had never felt loved or understood, and I lived in chronic poverty that persisted from one generation to the next.

Then one day another young fisherman said to me: “Let’s go out onto the ocean. There are boat people that pass near here and they often carry gold and jewelry, sometimes even money. Just one trip and we can be free from this poverty.” I accepted the invitation. I thought, “We only need to take away a little bit of their jewelry, it won’t do any harm, and then we can be free from this poverty.” So I became a pirate. The first time I went out I didn’t even know that I had become a pirate. But once out on the ocean, I saw the other pirates raping young women on the boats. I had never touched a young woman, I had never even thought about holding hands or going out with a young woman. But on the boat there was a very beautiful young woman, and there was no policeman to forbid me. I saw other people doing it, and I asked myself: “Why shouldn’t I try it, too? This may be my chance to try the body of a young woman.” So I did it.

If you were there on the boat and had a gun, you could shoot me. But shooting me wouldn’t help me. Nobody had ever taught me how to love, how to understand, how to see the suffering of others. My father and mother were not taught this either. I didn’t know what was wholesome and what was unwholesome, I didn’t understand cause and effect. I was living in the dark. If you had a gun, you could shoot me, and I would die. But you wouldn’t be able to help me at all.

As I continued sitting, I saw hundreds of babies being born that night along the coast of Thailand under the same circumstances, many of them baby boys. If the politicians and cultural ministers could look deeply, they would see that within twenty years those babies would become pirates. When I was able to see that, I understood the actions of that pirate. When I put myself in the situation of being born into a  family that was uneducated and poor from one generation to the next, I saw that I would not be able to avoid becoming a pirate. When I saw that, my hatred vanished and I felt that I could love that pirate.

When I saw those babies being born and growing up with no help, I knew that I had to do something so that they would not become pirates. The energy of a bodhisattva, a compassionate being with limitless love, grew inside me. I didn’t suffer anymore. I could embrace not only the eleven-year-old child who was raped, but also the pirate.

When you address me as “Venerable Nhat Hanh,” I say, “Yes.” When you call the name of the child who was raped, I also say, “Yes.” And if you call the name of the pirate, I will also say, “Yes.” If I had been born in that area under those circumstances, I might have been that girl or I might have been that pirate.

I am the child in the Congo, all skin and bones, my two legs as thin as bamboo sticks. And I am also the arms merchant, selling deadly weapons to the Congo. Those poor children in the Congo do not need bombs; they need food to eat. But here in the U.S., I live by producing bombs and guns. If we want others to buy guns and bombs, then we have to create wars. If you call the name of the child in the Congo, I say, “Yes.” If you call the name of those who produce the bombs and guns, I also say, “Yes.” When I’m able to see that I am all those people, my hatred is no longer there, and I’m determined to live in such a way that I can help the victims, and I can also help those who create the wars and destruction.




ACCEPT YOURSELF AS YOU ARE 

If we have not found our true home it is difficult for us to have a true name. Our name should give us the feeling of being at home. Society may label us French or African or American, or perhaps people call us  African American, or Asian American, whether we feel at home with that name or not. Sometimes we are not comfortable with what our country is doing. Sometimes we are uncomfortable with our culture, our society, our church, and we don’t feel at home. So the name others give us is not our true name, and we should have a true name. But we cannot find our true name unless we have a true home.

Besides asking about our true home and our true name, we can also ask, “Do I have a true color? ” This is also very difficult. Sometimes we are not comfortable with our color, whether it is black, brown, yellow, or white. We may be ashamed of our color because in the past our ancestors may have done things that we are not proud of. So even if you have white skin, you may not like it. You may not like to be called white. We must all have a true color that is free from these kinds of feelings, these kinds of complexes. So in terms of geography, in terms of race, in terms of culture, we are confused and we don’t know who we are or where our true home is. True happiness cannot be found unless we can find our true home. To find our true home we must accept ourselves as we are.




THE WISDOM OF NONDISCRIMINATION 

In 1966, I gave a talk at a church in Minneapolis, and afterward I was very tired. I walked slowly in meditation back to my room so I could enjoy the cold, fragrant night air and be nourished and healed. While I was walking, taking each step in freedom, a car came up from behind and, braking loudly, stopped very close to me. The driver opened the door, looked at me and shouted: “This is America, this is not China.” Then he drove away. Maybe he thought, “This is a Chinese person who dares to walk in freedom in America,” and he could not bear it. Maybe he thought, “This is America, only white people can live here.  Chinese people, how dare you come here, how dare you walk with such freedom? You have no right to walk in this way. This is America, this is not China.” That is discrimination against nationality, against race. But I was not angry—that was the good thing about it—I thought it was funny. I thought: “If he would just pause for a moment, I would tell him, ‘I agree with you one hundred percent, this is America, this is not China. Why do you have to shout at me?’”

We know that the seed of discrimination lies in all of us. Once in New York, a black woman shouted at me even though I am also a person of color. It is not only certain people who discriminate; the oppressed and the oppressors are inside each one of us. Our practice is to attain the wisdom of nondiscrimination.

When people call us African American, we should answer, “Yes.” When they call us African, we answer, “Yes,” and when they call us American, we also answer, “Yes.” When people call the names of those who are discriminated against, we answer, “Yes.” And when they call the names of those who are discriminating, we also answer, “Yes.” All of them are us. Within each of us is the victim of discrimination as well as the perpetrator of discrimination.




CULTIVATING EQUANIMITY 

The Buddha lived in a society that was very divided by the caste system. The Brahmins, the priestly caste, believed themselves to be superior. Then there were the outcastes who lived at the bottom of society. The Buddha often spoke about the caste system, and he talked about nobility in terms of thinking, speech, and action, not in terms of blood ancestry or race. In the teachings of the Buddha, it is very clear that what determines the value of a person is not her race or caste, but her thought, speech, and action. We are noble not because of our race, but  because of our way of thinking, our way of speaking, and our way of acting. There are many who believe they are noble, but whose lives are not noble at all. Their way of thinking, speaking, and acting is ignoble, so there is nothing in them that can be called noble. There are people, no matter what ethnic group they belong to, whose way of thinking is full of understanding, compassion, and brotherhood, whose way of speaking is full of hope and confidence and whose way of acting is full of compassion. It is easy to see the nobility in them.

According to the teaching of the Buddha, everyone has the seed of equanimity, of nondiscrimination within himself or herself. If we are able to touch that seed in ourselves, the wisdom of nondiscrimination will manifest, nor we will not suffer and make others suffer.

Let’s look into our bodies for another example. We call one hand our right hand, and the other our left hand. They are quite distinct, and we don’t mix them up. My right hand has written all my poems, except one. I always write my poems with a pen, except for one time when I didn’t have a pen. There was a poem in me that wanted to come out. I did not have a pen, but there was a typewriter on the table. So I took out an old envelope, rolled it into the typewriter and typed my poem. I still remember the title of the poem: “The Little Buffalo Is Chasing after the Sun.” That was the only time when my left hand participated in poetry writing. Yet my right hand has never had a complex of superiority. My right hand does not think or say things like: “Left hand, do you know that I have written all the poems except one? Do you know that I can do calligraphy? I can invite the bell to sound? And you, left hand, do not seem to be good for anything!” My right hand never thinks that way, it never has that attitude. My right hand is never proud or caught in a superiority complex. A superiority complex makes us suffer. Not only when we have low self-esteem do we suffer, but  when we have high self-esteem—the feeling that we are more powerful, more talented, more important—we also suffer.

Although my left hand has not written many poems or done any calligraphy, she does not suffer from any complex of inferiority. It’s wonderful. She does not suffer at all. There is no comparing, no low self-esteem. That is why my left hand is perfectly happy.

One day I was trying to hang a picture on the wall. My left hand was holding a nail and my right hand a hammer. That day, I don’t know why, instead of pounding on the nail I pounded on my finger. When I hit my finger, the left hand suffered. Immediately the right hand put down the hammer and took care of the left hand in the most tender way, as though she was taking care of herself. She didn’t see it as her duty. This kind of thing happens very naturally; my right hand does things for my left hand as if she were doing them for herself.

The psychologist Fritz Perls wrote a poem in which he says, “You are you, and I am I, and if by chance we find each other, it’s beautiful. If not, it can’t be helped.”3 I disagree with the sentiment behind this poem. My right hand doesn’t say: “I am me and you are you, we are different hands.” There’s no such thinking. My two hands practice perfectly the teaching of the Buddha that there is no separate self.

My right hand considers the suffering of my left hand as her own suffering. That is why she did everything to take care of the left hand. My left hand was not at all angry. My left hand did not say, “You, right hand, you have done me an injustice. Give me that hammer. I want justice!” She had no such thinking. This confirms that there is an inherent wisdom in my left hand, the wisdom of nondiscrimination. When we have it, we don’t have to suffer at all. The wisdom of nondiscrimination in Sanskrit is nirvikalpajñana. Vikalpa is discrimination, nirvikalpa   is nondiscrimination, and jñana means wisdom. This wisdom is innate in all of us.




INTERBEING 

Once I went to Italy for a retreat, and I noticed that the olive trees were growing in groups of three or four. I was surprised and asked, “Why do you plant olive trees in groups of three or four?” Our Italian friends explained that each group of three or four is just one tree. Some years before, it had been so cold that all the olive trees froze and appeared to have died. But deep down at the level of the roots, they were still alive. After the hard winter, the spring came and new branches sprouted. Then, instead of one trunk, the olive trees grew three or four trunks.

If we are brothers or sisters of the same parents, we are like those three or four olive trees with the same roots. They look like different trees, but they are just one. It would be funny if this tree discriminated against that one; if they were to fight and kill each other, that would be sheer ignorance. When they look deeply and are in touch with their roots, they know that they are brothers and sisters, they are one.

Suppose the Israelis were to touch their wisdom of nondiscrimination. They would find out that the Palestinians are their brothers. They are like the right hand and the left hand, and it is silly to see each other as enemies and kill each other for the sake of “survival.” It is a pity that Hindus and Muslims fight and kill each other. It is a pity that Catholics and Protestants fight and kill each other. They are of the same roots. But they have not been able to touch their ground of being and allow the wisdom of nondiscrimination to manifest and show them the way and the truth.

When we are able to touch our true home, we see that everything includes everything else, we touch the interbeing nature of everything.  If we look deeply into the flower, we see a cloud because we know without the cloud there would be no rain and this flower could not manifest. Looking into the flower we see this element that we don’t call “flower” but which is part of the flower, that is, the cloud, the water. If we remove the cloud from the flower, the flower cannot be there for us anymore. Looking deeply at the flower, we see the sunshine. The sunshine is in it. Without the sunshine, nothing can grow. I can touch the sunshine by touching the petal of the flower. If we remove the sunshine, the flower will disappear. When we look into the flower we see the earth, we see the minerals. We cannot remove soil and minerals from the flower or the flower will collapse, it will vanish. That is why we can say that a flower is made only of non-flower elements. Cloud and sunshine are non-flower elements essential to the flower. The soil and the compost are non-flower elements. Without non-flower elements a flower cannot manifest herself as a wonderful phenomenon. A flower cannot be by herself alone. Without the sunshine, without the rain, without the soil, a flower cannot be. A flower can only inter-be—with the sunshine, the cloud, the soil, the farmer, with everything. So, “to be” means to inter-be. We cannot be by ourselves alone. A flower is made exclusively of non-flower elements. If we were to remove all the non-flower elements, there would be no flower to see and touch. So the flower has no separate existence. How can a flower exist without sunshine, cloud, or soil?

The flower is full of everything in the cosmos, except one thing: the flower does not have a separate self, a separate existence. This is the insight of the Buddha. This is important. With meditation, with mindfulness and concentration, we can look deeply into the flower and discover the nature of emptiness. The flower is empty of what? It is empty of a separate existence, but at the same time it is totally full  of the cosmos. This is the case of the flower, the table, the house, and the river. We cannot be by ourselves alone. We have to inter-be with everyone else, with everything else.




THE U.S. IS MADE OF NON-U.S. ELEMENTS 

Suppose we speak of the U.S. as a flower. What is the U.S. made up of but non-U.S. elements? Culturally speaking, it’s made only of non-American elements. Ethnically speaking, geographically speaking, it’s the same. America has no separate self. She cannot be by herself alone. She has to inter-be with non-U.S. elements. This is the teaching of the Buddha and the insight we can touch with the practice of looking deeply.

If we have the wisdom that the U.S. is made only of non-U.S. elements, we will do everything to protect non-U.S. elements. If we destroy non-U.S. elements, we destroy America. In fact, America is now doing a lot of harm to non-U.S. elements. America thinks that she has a self, a separate self. That is why we have to bring the wisdom of nonself back to the U.S., so that America realizes that she is made only of non-U.S. elements. If the U.S. is made only of non—U.S. elements, then a U.S. citizen is made only of non—U.S. elements as well.

Scientifically speaking, the idea of a “self,” the idea of an “entity,” is an illusion. If we touch the truth of nonself, we are free; but if we continue to believe in the illusion, we will continue to suffer a lot. What is Buddhism made of? It’s very clear that Buddhism is made only of non-Buddhist elements. So, it’s silly to die for Buddhism, to kill for Buddhism. That is why Buddhism does not accept any crusade or holy war. In Buddhism there should be the wisdom of nondiscrimination, the wisdom of nonself. That is why if we consider ourselves to be a Buddhist, we don’t fight for Buddhism in such a way that we destroy  non-Buddhist elements. A holy war in Buddhism is unthinkable, unacceptable. If we wage war against non-Buddhist elements, we wage war against Buddhism, because Buddhism is made only of non-Buddhist elements. That is why the spirit of tolerance, of embracing everything is so clear in Buddhism.

As a true Buddhist, we embrace all non-Buddhist elements. We don’t discriminate against Christianity, Judaism, Islam, or any other religion, because looking deeply we see beautiful elements in every tradition. We can see Buddhist elements in other traditions. And we can help others to unearth and discover the beautiful things that have been hidden in their traditions. When I look deeply into the Christian gospels with the eyes of a practitioner, I see the teachings of interbeing. I see the teachings of nonself and nondiscrimination that have not been explored and developed enough by Christian theologians. If I had been born a Christian, I would be teaching the same things I am teaching now!

Buddhism and Christianity can enrich each other. Both traditions have experiences of practice that should be shared with the other. When I read the Gospels, I recognize teachings and practices that are common to both Buddhism and Christianity. The seed of mindfulness, the seed of concentration and insight is Buddhahood, it is the Buddha nature inherent in each of us. Whenever there is mindfulness and compassion, there is understanding and love, which can be conceived of as the energy of God. When the Holy Spirit is there, there is understanding, compassion, transformation, and healing. So the energy of mindfulness, concentration, and insight in Buddhism is equal to the Holy Spirit. God is in us. Buddha nature is in us. And it’s possible for us to touch these wonderful energies within us; they are very concrete. In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus says, “Just take care of today.  Don’t worry about tomorrow. Tomorrow will take care of itself.” This is the same teaching found in Buddhism: live in the here and the now; don’t worry too much about the future. And the Kingdom of God is a mustard seed in your heart. If we know how to plant that seed in the soil of our life, it will become a tree where many birds can take refuge. As the Bible says, the Kingdom of God is like a treasure that a farmer discovered on a piece of land. So the farmer went home and sold all his other land and property so he could buy the land that held the treasure. He just kept the tiny piece of land with the treasure, the Kingdom of God. When you are in touch with the Kingdom of God—which is available in the here and the now, twenty-four hours a day—you no longer need to run after fame, power, wealth, sex; you are happy enough in the here and the now, because you have touched the Kingdom within you.

The French writer, André Gide, said, “God is happiness.” And he also said God is available twenty-four hours a day. If God is available, then his Kingdom is available also. We need some mindfulness and insight to know that the Kingdom of God is available. With the practice of mindfulness, we make ourselves available to the Kingdom. When we look into these teachings, we can see the interbeing of Buddhism and Christianity. Practicing Buddhist meditation, we can come home more deeply to our own Christian tradition. Practicing mindfulness, we can become a better Christian. So there are no boundaries, there is no conflict at all.

I remember we once offered a retreat near Washington, D.C., and several Catholic nuns attended. On the last day the Mother Superior said, “Thay, everything you have been sharing is wonderful. But there is only one thing you did not speak about: God.” And I asked her,  “Sister, is there anything I have said during this whole retreat that was not about God?” And she laughed, she understood.

Let’s return to the flower. When I hold the flower and invite you to look deeply into the flower, you can see the sunshine, the cloud, the earth, the minerals. But if we continue to look, we will find out that everything in the cosmos is present in the flower, including time, space, and consciousness. Yes, consciousness is in the flower—collective and individual consciousnesses, because the flower is, above all, an object of our perception. Perception is consciousness. When we perceive, we always perceive something. So, in this case, the flower is the object of our perception. Perception includes the perceiver and the perceived. What we hold in our hand is not a separate entity; it is part of our perception. Therefore, our consciousness is in the flower, and the flower is in our consciousness.

The wisdom of interbeing helps to touch the wisdom of nondiscrimination in us and to set us free. With the wisdom of interbeing there is no more discrimination, no more hatred. We no longer wish to belong to just one geographical area or cultural identity. Looking into ourselves, we can see a multitude of ethnic sources, a multitude of cultural sources, and we can see the presence of the whole cosmos within ourselves. We may manifest as a lotus flower, a magnolia flower, or an orange flower, but every kind of flower is beautiful, whatever its shape and color.




THE THREE COMPLEXES 

A color is made only of other colors. Looking deeply into one color you see all the other colors in it. The color white is made of non-white elements; this is a scientific fact. The color brown is made of non-brown  elements. The color black is made of non-black elements. We inter-are; that is a fact. You are in me and I am in you; it’s silly to discriminate against each other. It is ignorance to discriminate, to think that you are superior to me or that I am superior to you.

Because many of us have suffered, we may feel that we are inferior and without value. The teaching of the Buddha can help us to attain the wisdom of nondiscrimination that can free us from this inferiority complex. We may also have a superiority complex that makes us think we are better than others, or an equality complex that makes us always need to be exactly the same as everyone else, even when that doesn’t make sense for the situation. According to the teaching of the Buddha, we cannot compare because there is no self to compare and nothing to compare with. The right hand and the left hand don’t have a separate self. We can’t compare, and shouldn’t try to compare; when we see this, we don’t suffer.

In Buddhism, all complexes are born from the notion of self. If we think we are superior to others, we suffer from a sickness. The ground of our sickness is our illusion of a self that is “better.” Many of us struggle to prove that we are better, more powerful, more intelligent than others. This is craving, and it is born from ignorance.

We seek happiness by trying to prove that we are superior. All of our life we try to demonstrate this one thing: I am superior to you; my nation is superior to yours; my race is superior to yours. We want to prove that we are the number one power, and that we can militarily overpower and defeat any nation: “I am superior to them; my nation is the mightiest nation.” This feeling gives us some satisfaction. And when the other side suffers, they have the impulse to respond in the same way. They want to say: “We’re not nothing! We are something! If you strike us, we can strike you back another way. If you bomb us, we  can carry a bomb onto a bus and blow ourselves up. We can make you sleepless; we can make your nation live day and night in fear.” They try to retaliate, to prove that they are something, that they are not nothing. Both sides are trying to do something to punish, to show they are superior. That is happening with many groups, whether Palestinian or Israeli, Hindu or Muslim. We want to prove that “we aren’t nothing, we are worth something, you cannot look down on us!” All that kind of striving is based on the illusion of self. In fact, we inter-are. If you suffer, we suffer also. If you are in safety, we will be in safety also. Safety and peace are not individual matters. If the other person is not safe, you cannot be safe. If the other person is not happy, there is no way that you can be happy.

Look at any couple. If the father is unhappy, the son has no chance to be happy. If one partner is not happy, it’s very difficult for the other partner to be happy. Happiness is not an individual matter. We have to see the interbeing nature of things. When we make the other person happy, we have a chance to be happy also. That is why the insight of interbeing is the ground for peace and happiness. We have to touch the ground of our interbeing and help him, help her, to touch the ground of interbeing, and then discrimination will vanish.

The complex of superiority brings a lot of suffering to us and to those around us. When the other person or group suffers from an inferiority complex, they struggle and they make us suffer. According to the Buddha, the complex of superiority and inferiority are both sicknesses based on the illusion of self.

In addition, needing to consider ourselves equal to someone else is also a sickness. “Well, I am as good as you are, and I will prove it.” That will also cause a lot of suffering. Whenever we think there is a self, we compare and compete. Buddhist psychology is a little bit different from  Western psychology. Instead of trying to build self-esteem, Buddhist psychology is based on the wisdom of nonself and interbeing. When we remove the notion of self, we are free from inferiority, superiority, and equality complexes, and we can find peace, reconciliation, brotherhood and sisterhood. Around us there are many people with power, wealth, and fame, who suffer deeply from loneliness and despair, and many of them commit suicide, while people who have understanding and compassion don’t have to suffer at all. They can live happily because they are protected by their wisdom and their compassion, and they don’t have any kind of complex.

The Buddha was a human being like us; he’s not a god. He suffered, he practiced, and he was able to transform himself. He was also able to transmit the wisdom of interbeing and nondiscrimination to us. With that wisdom we can liberate ourselves and help liberate the world through our practice. We can live without any complex, whether of superiority, inferiority, or equality, because there is no self. To be a lotus flower is wonderful. To be a magnolia flower is also wonderful. In the lotus there is a magnolia. In the magnolia there is a lotus.

Not only do we need to let go of our notion of “self ”; we also have to remove our notion of “human.” The Buddha told us that humans are made of non-human elements, namely animals, plants, and minerals. If the human being is aware of the fact that she is made only of non-human elements, she will know how to protect the life of animals, plants, and minerals, and she will not exploit, pollute, and destroy them. She knows that to protect the realms of animals, plants, and minerals is to protect the realm of humans.




CONNECTING WITH OUR ROOTS 

To overcome the three complexes, we have to open ourselves up to  learn about the countries where our parents and our ancestors were born. We need to know the customs and values, the ways of thinking of our ancestors. If we do not understand the culture and ways of our ancestors, we cannot have good communication with our parents and we will be cut off from our deepest roots. We should learn about the beauty of the region our parents come from. If we cannot learn and incorporate the wise and virtuous values of our ancestors into our lives, we do not have much to transmit to our children, and we are not kind to our ancestors.

If we live in the U.S. and our parents, our ancestors, are from another place, we should know that there are values in our ancestral cultures that we have to connect with so that we can share them with our community in the U.S. We must go back and rediscover the many treasures in our ancestors’ traditions. If we have not received enough of this wisdom, we have to find the time to do so. We must make use of all the wisdom of our ancestors in order to build our community. To build a community, we need to go home to our roots and know where we come from.

As people of color, we have come from a particular culture, and we should embody the best values in our own culture. If we are cut off from them, we should try to restore our connection. Many Vietnamese refugees came to Europe and North America in the seventies. They came as refugees, but they did not come empty-handed. They came with their way of life, their culture, and they have to do their best to preserve these values. If they believe in the values of their culture they will have no complex, because they know that these values can contribute to the local society. If our way of thinking, our way of treating our friends, our way of relating to our ancestors, our way of creating brotherhood, joy, and so on, have made our people happy over many  generations, they will continue to help us and our children be happy now. This is why it’s very important to have faith, to have confidence in these values, otherwise we cannot keep them and transfer them to our children and to the people of our new country.

Many children ask me, “Why do you shave your head?” because they think shaving your head makes you less beautiful. I always say, “Well, we want to save shampoo.” In sixty years you can save a lot of shampoo! Then I add, “We are seeking a kind of beauty that is not ordinary beauty. We seek spiritual beauty. We want to show that we are going in the direction of spirituality, moral beauty, that’s why we sacrifice external beauty. We don’t need cosmetics; we want to decorate ourselves with mindful manners, with mindfulness trainings, with compassion, with peace. Shaving our head means we are determined to go in this direction.” Shaving our head is part of the monastic culture. When people see us without hair, they may feel uncomfortable. They may not accept us; they may think we are strange. But if we have conviction, we see that shaving our head is an act of determination, an act of revolution, and we won’t be affected by their disapproval.

In the same way, we should uphold and maintain the beautiful things from our cultural heritage as people of color. Wherever we go, our ancestors go with us, and we should find ways to maintain our connection to them, like setting up an ancestral altar. We can all set up an altar for our ancestors in the central part of our home. In the Asian tradition, every day we burn a stick of incense or we dust the altar as a way of getting in touch with our blood and spiritual ancestors. We talk to our children about our ancestors, and we transmit the best values of our family and spiritual traditions to our children. We can share with them about the Buddha, how he lived a very simple life yet could help so many people and so many future generations of practitioners. We  can share with them how Jesus lived a simple life and was able to help so many people in his time and in many generations that came after. When we feel connected to and have confidence in the beauty of our culture, we are able to maintain it, even if others don’t understand it. If we don’t make the time to tell our children about our culture, they will lose it and will be assimilated into the culture of the local community.

But we also have to be aware that in each culture there are flowers and garbage. We have to be able to let go of the elements in our culture that are no longer valid. We preserve only the most beautiful elements of our culture. It’s the same when we come to a new place, a new society; we have to be careful. There are beautiful traditions in that culture we can adopt. But there is garbage also; we have to protect ourselves from it.

In all of the Plum Village practice centers, all the monks and the nuns work like other people, but we don’t have a salary. Our practice is to build brotherhood and sisterhood, and to transform ourselves so that we can be ready to serve other people. No one has a private bank account, car, or telephone. Yet we are able to live happily with each other. This is why we are able to help many people. But according to the American standard, we should have a house, a bank account, a university degree in order to be a normal person. According to the mainstream culture, we are not normal at all! But what matters is how to be happy, how to serve and to help other people, not how to be normal and fit in. We can only see this when we have confidence in our cultural values, and this confidence is what keeps us from being assimilated into the local community in a detrimental way.




CIVILIZATION MEANS EMBRACING EVERYONE 

When we are confident and at ease with our own heritage we can easily  embrace others who are different from us. If we have only one way of thinking, one way of acting, we imprison ourselves in the framework of that one culture, and then we cannot understand the suffering, the hopes, the dreams, the difficulties of people who live in a different place, who have a different culture, who are of a different race. Each of us has many colors, many cultures. We are not “pure.” We are not just one color. When we see this, we will be not too attached to being just one color, or being a “person of color.” I think we should speak more in terms of cultural and spiritual values; they are universal, everyone can appreciate and value them.

We may have a concept about happiness, about freedom, about the future, and we tend to impose these concepts on other races, other groups, other cultures, other countries, and we create suffering for them. We think that everybody must accept and live up to our political model in order to qualify as a civilized people. Thinking this way is like tying ourselves up with rope and using the same rope to tie up everybody else. Cultural and racial discrimination creates suffering for ourselves and for others. We have to give ourselves a chance to learn new ways of thinking and acting so that we can create connections with other civilizations, other races, other cultures.

We cannot remain stuck in our superiority complex, whether it is based on race, on culture, on technology, or on ideology. If we were born and raised in the United States of America, we should not let American culture become a prison for us. If you like to eat oranges, go ahead and eat oranges, but do not say that the orange is the best fruit, because there are other fruits that are really tasty, like mango and jackfruit. We must have the capacity to enjoy different fruits, like kiwi, pear, plum, cherry. It would be a pity if, in your whole life, you only tasted oranges and missed the tastes of all the other wonderful fruits.  There are Americans who are not capable of living any way of life except the American way. Everywhere they go they stay in a Hilton hotel and eat hamburgers. Many of us have been exposed to only one culture, and we tend to think that our culture is superior to other cultures. This is a mistake, because there are many wonderful traditions, and all of them belong to the heritage of humankind.

Europeans think and act very differently from Americans, even though many Americans are originally from Europe. Until recently, the U.S. was becoming more and more isolated, not only in the political and military arena, but also in the cultural arena. The way Americans react to terrorism and violence is different from the way Europeans react. We have to listen deeply to the Europeans, the Australians, the Africans, the Asians so that we can learn their way, and so that we don’t think our way is the best.

When we return to the present moment to be in touch with our true home, we are no longer backward, we no longer discriminate, and we no longer have a narrow mind. Our mind is vast and our heart is open to learn from and embrace every race, every culture. Being civilized means spreading our arms to embrace everybody, every race, every culture. If young people can open their hearts to learn about other cultures, they will find much goodness and beauty that will enrich their lives. When we are able to do that, we can help people who are stuck in their own culture to understand and accept people from other cultures. Coming together with this openness and acceptance, we can transform hatred and contribute in our own personal way to prevent war.

I would never say that everything from Vietnam or Buddhism is the best, is superior. Vietnamese culture has many wholesome elements, but also many unwholesome ones. Buddhism has many positive aspects, but also many negative ones. One of the worst things about Buddhism  is those who preach endlessly about the teachings without practicing them. We teach about selflessness, while our own self, our own ego, is still big. Because I don’t have a superiority complex or pride in my nation and my religion, I have the capacity to appreciate the good and beautiful things of other races, other cultures, other spiritual traditions like Islam, Hinduism, Christianity, Judaism. That’s why I have a lot of friends from different traditions, different cultures, different races. And my true home is immense, and my open arms are able to embrace all races. I don’t hate anyone, including the people who bring terror. I have no hatred for them. I only have love and compassion for them. I would like to be close to them, so that I can listen deeply to them, and help them let go of their misunderstanding, hatred, and violence. I do not hate the communists; I do not hate the dictators. I want to be close to them, to listen carefully to them, and help them let go of their fearful, ignorant attitudes and their isolation.

PERSONAL STORIES

DENISE NGUYEN

 


We fled Vietnam when I was four and I was raised in the United States. We lived first in Louisiana where I played with all the other kids and didn’t notice that I was different. Then, when I was in junior high, we moved to California. Kids teased me for being Asian and made derogatory remarks. That’s when it became apparent to me that I wasn’t like everyone else.

Once, after school, I was going to catch the bus. A big football player with a letterman jacket on came up and said, “Why don’t you go back to your own country?” I was shocked. I didn’t know this guy. I hadn’t done anything to provoke him. I didn’t know what to do or what to say. I was really hurt and couldn’t understand why someone would be so mean.

When I was a teenager, I started rejecting being Vietnamese and being Asian in order to protect myself. For me, being Asian meant people were going to poke fun at me. I started saying, “I’m not Vietnamese. I’m American! I’m one of you guys. I like playing Nintendo. I like going to the mall!”

It felt as if being Vietnamese made me and my family into a big target to be discriminated against. Sometimes when we were out shopping, at the mall, or in a restaurant, I’d feel scared.

My feelings didn’t begin to resolve until my mother took me to Plum Village when I was sixteen. My mom wanted to help me get grounded again and thought that maybe Thich Nhat Hanh and the monks and nuns could help. When we first arrived, I didn’t want to be there. There were people of all different backgrounds, young and old, all wearing traditional Vietnamese village clothing. Slowly, being around them and seeing how much they embraced their culture helped me to settle in.

Thay uses the image of a big tree that needs a lot of different roots to keep it stable. I have roots in Vietnam and roots in the United States. To be American doesn’t mean to turn my back on my Vietnamese roots. I am most  stable when I have roots in many directions. When I am feeling depressed, I realize I can rely on these roots to bring more happiness and stability into my life.

As a young adult, I started a Sangha of young Vietnamese people, people like myself who had felt lost being immigrants but who also had been able to retain their traditions. I enjoyed being with people who could identify with the struggles I’d experienced, and I learned a lot from them.

Before this group, I didn’t know much about my heritage or what was beautiful about it. Vietnamese people are survivors. Despite all the wars and unrest in Vietnam, people still have so much hope, compassion, and tenacity. It is very heartwarming to know that’s part of my culture.

Another aspect of my heritage that I’ve come to appreciate is the way we very much stress the well-being and happiness of the family. My grandmother raised six children by herself. She had such strength, made ends meet, and even provided an education for my father who went on to medical school and is now a physician. My aunts and uncles, too, all got an education and managed to provide for their families.

My ancestral roots give me stability. I rely on the strength and energy of my ancestors. My problems don’t seem so big in comparison with what they went through. My ancestors are inside of me, their strength and insight available whenever I need to call on it.

SUSANNA BARKATAKI

Decline to State

 


Black, Native American, Latino, White, Asian 
Decline to state 
What is your ethnicity? 
A little box in front of me fails 
To see the complexity of my identity

 


In the face of this bureaucracy 
The confusion of my whole life 
follows me 
And it bothers me 
It really bothers me 
That only one category is acceptable

 


Anger, shame and sadness come up 
As the complexity of my identity stares me in the face 
Challenging me from behind the linear lines 
One box to represent the multiplicity of my history 
Check one and only one 
There’s only one right answer 
And you are not it 
“Half breed, mongrel, mixed girl” 
“You don’t exist 
You shouldn’t exist” 
There’s no room for you 
on this piece of paper

 


Decline to state 
Black, Native American, Latino, White, Asian 
What is your race?

 


Well I was 
conceived of colonization 
father India married his fate to 
Royal mother England 
Creating me 
Part British part Indian

 


Wholly human 
Yet the ancestry of my motherland 
Claims I should not be born 
While in India I was the half hidden little secret 
My father kept from his family 
Were they ashamed of me?

 


So we moved to the United States 
The land of hope, equality, and opportunity 
Seeking inclusion, prosperity 
And respite from firebombs little 
British boys were dropping in living rooms 
Of mixed raced families

 


What is your race? 
Black, Native American, Latino, White, Asian 
Decline to state

 


Well, I am Indian, and now I am an American, but 
Somehow, the American Indian box just isn’t quite right 
And Asian isn’t right 
Because Indians are barely Asians, 
And I being half Indian, well it’s just too far to stretch

 


And no way in a million years would I check the white box 
Submit under this form to the same 
Annihilation of my identity? 
You must be joking

 


Too many years of wishing 
Too many years of thinking 
White was what I desperately wanted to be, only . . .

 


None of the other boxes apply 
And even if they give me an “other” option 
What kind of race is “other” anyway? 
And decline to state feels like a cop out 
Two minutes too late 
I know like you know that you have already 
locked me down and judged me 
based on what you think you see

 


Black Native American Latino White Asian 
Decline to state

 


Pen shaking in my hand, angry; 
What’s your race? 
The inadequacy of my identity is the reality of my privilege 
guilt comes rolling up like waves washing British ships 
upon Indian shores 
The story of my family tree bringing me closest to 
the Asian category

 


Asian? How can I benefit from four hundred years 
of oppression 
I barely feel the taste of? 
How can I claim a history my Indian father taught me 
to disown? 
What’s your race? 
Decline to state 
They’ll let you blend in if you 
Don’t state 
They’ll let you be a normal part of this state 
Of affairs

 


I am inclined now to think outside the box 
to redefine this narrow history 
and tell a different story on this 
piece of paper in front of me 
pull the box wide open ’cos these racial categories 
intend to conveniently erase my identity 
perpetrate colonization on me again and again 
every time I . . .

 


Black, Native American, Latino, White, Asian 
Decline to state 
What’s your race? 
And I decline to submit to this state of affairs 
and proudly, 
as the mixed girl I am 
I check off, quickly, 
Every single box on the page

 


Black, Native American, Latino, White, Asian 
I state ’em all, even the “other” box 
Watch me 
and if there’s a space to write 
in my race 
I fill in “human” 
Declaring unity 
and equality 
for all to see

 


I leave no trace of my identity 
Make it harder to process me 
Into neat little categories 
Since love, life, family, my ancestry 
Are much deeper than the space 
One little box can afford me

 


it’s about time we set ourselves, humanity, 
and the little boxes free 
about time we 
take the matter of the complexity of identity 
into our own hands

 


’cos where I want to be 
it’s all about interconnection & unity 
all of us connected 
one blood 
one people 
one love 
humanity 
no distinctions necessary

 


’cos the way I see it 
tho’ we may mix like apples and oranges 
or appear to be different fruits totally, 
we all grow from the same family tree 
and that’s human, completely, 
you see?
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chapter iv

no enemies

When I ask, “Have you found your true home?” you might respond, “Not yet, Thay.” But with this teaching and practice, we can find our true home. The teaching of the Buddha is the teaching of residing in joy, taking refuge in the joy and happiness of the present moment. If we know how to return to the present moment and generate the energy of mindfulness, concentration, and insight, then we will be able to get in touch with the wonders of life. We will have happiness and joy immediately. Because we have insight, we no longer discriminate and divide, we are no longer narrow-minded.

We sometimes believe, “Until this person or that institution changes, I can’t be happy.” We may make a particular person or group of people into our enemy, we think they are the obstacle to our happiness. But our suffering comes from our own ignorance and lack of understanding, not from other people. When we understand this, we can open our arms to embrace all peoples, all species, and we have no enemies. To have no enemies is such a wonderful thing. When we have no enemies, no reproach, and no blaming, our mind is light as a cloud, and our happiness is vast, immense. We do not look at those who hurt us  as our enemies, but as people who need understanding and compassion. When we are able to look in this way, we can call ourselves the children of the Buddha, disciples of the Buddha, and no one is our enemy.

We can all practice like this to find our true home, so that we do not judge, criticize, accuse, or blame others for creating our suffering. This is the way a bodhisattva perceives, and we can all be bodhisattvas. To practice as children of the Buddha, we have to have the eyes of the Buddha, the eyes of compassion. If we use the eyes of compassion to look at the world, we can see that even those who oppress and exploit others, those who instill terror, or those who cause harm, can be our beloved ones. None of them are our enemies.




THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS 

The First Noble Truth that the Buddha teaches is the truth of suffering (dukkha), ill-being. The Buddha encourages us to recognize ill-being, to take a deep look into its nature, and to try not to run away from it. Why did the Buddha call suffering a noble truth? What is so noble about suffering?

The fact is that, thanks to suffering, thanks to understanding the nature of suffering, we have a chance to cultivate our understanding and our compassion. Without suffering there is no way we can learn to be understanding and compassionate, that is why suffering is noble. We should not allow suffering to overwhelm us. If we know how to look deeply into the nature of suffering and learn from it, then we have the wisdom of understanding and compassion.

Ill-being can be described in terms of violence, discrimination, hatred, jealousy, anger, craving, and especially ignorance. We do many things out of ignorance, things that cause us and others to suffer. Ignorance is the root of ill-being.

The Buddha spoke of the Second Noble Truth as “the making of ill-being,” its roots and causes. Looking deeply into our suffering, we can see the many causes and conditions that have brought it about. We also see the sources of nourishment for that suffering, the nutriments we continue to bring into our body and mind that keep our suffering alive. Nothing can live without food. When we’ve seen the sources of nourishment that feed our suffering, we can decide to stop ingesting them.

The Third Noble Truth is “the cessation of ill-being,” which means the birth of well-being. The third noble truth is not a hope for the future. It is a reality that is in the here and the now. Well-being is as real as ill-being. We cannot say the blue sky is not there. We know that the blue sky is there. We know that the mountains are there, beautiful and majestic. We cannot say that they are not wonders of life.

When we get a toothache, we suffer. This is especially so during the night when no dentist is available. Finally, at nine in the morning, the office will open and we can find some relief. During the time we suffer, we wake up to the fact that not having a toothache is wonderful. There are many days we don’t have a toothache, but we don’t enjoy at all our non-toothache. Our non-toothache is well-being, but we don’t know how to recognize it and enjoy it until we have a toothache. We’re not used to getting in touch with well-being and benefiting from it.

How do we get to well-being? When we look deeply into ill-being and understand its nature, then suddenly the Fourth Noble Truth reveals itself. The Fourth Noble Truth is the Noble Eightfold Path, or “the path which leads to the cessation of ill-being.”

The Noble Path begins with Right View, which is the wisdom of nondiscrimination, the wisdom of interbeing. When we have that wisdom, we have Right Thinking. Right Thinking is the next aspect of  the path, thinking based in interbeing, nonself, and nondiscrimination. When our thinking is characterized by discrimination and anger, that’s wrong thinking, which leads to wrong action and wrong speech. Right Thinking is the kind of thinking that goes along with understanding, love, and compassion because it is born from Right View. When our thinking is right, our speech will be Right Speech. When our views and our thinking are right, our bodily actions will be Right Action. Then the other parts of the Eightfold Path, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration, will also unfold. According to the teaching and the practice of Buddhism, well-being and the cessation of ill-being are possible with the practice of the Noble Eightfold Path.

The four truths are called “noble” because they help us understand our suffering and transform it. We are noble not because of our race or blood ancestry, but because of our way of living. If we practice Right Thinking, then our thinking is noble. If we practice Right View, our views are noble. If we practice Right Speech, our speech is noble. If we practice Right Action, our actions are noble. Every time we produce a thought that has the elements of understanding and compassion in it, that thought is noble. Every time we say something that carries compassion and understanding, that speech is noble. We don’t have to try to convince anyone that we are noble. We just demonstrate that we are noble in thought, speech, and action. The Buddha was very clear: we are noble because of our way of life, and not because of our blood ancestry.




THE THREE ASPECTS OF PATIENCE 

We can all be a bodhisattva, right in the here and now. A bodhisattva is someone who practices the six paramitas, the six perfections  or qualities that can help us transcend our limitations and cross over to the other shore, the shore of peace, the shore of contentment, the shore of non-fear. Every time we notice that we are still on the shore of anger, the shore of suffering, of despair, we should do something in order to get to the other shore, and the six paramitas will take us there. The six are: the practice of generosity (dana paramita); the practice of ethics or mindfulness trainings (sila paramita); the practice of joyous effort and diligence (virya paramita); the practice of concentration (dhyana paramita); the practice of wisdom and understanding (prajña paramita); and the practice of patience, forbearance (kshanti paramita).

In dealing with the discrimination, ignorance, and violence in our society, we need to practice all of the paramitas, and particularly kshanti paramita: acceptance, tolerance. According to the teachings of Mahayana Buddhism, there are three things we have to accept, to tolerate. First, there are things from outside, in the environment, that we have to bear. There’s a lot of misunderstanding, craving, oppression, and injustice. The situation of the world is like that, because we, the human race, have created the world like that. It is our collective karma, a creation of the collective mind; and we have to accept it, we cannot blame. This is the practice of forbearance, patience. So we begin to accept the world the way it is: there is social injustice, oppression, and discrimination. We must first accept the situation as it is if we are to find ways to change it. Climate change has come about from the way each of us lives our daily life. If we don’t practice forbearance, patience, then we give in to our despair, our anger. And the worst thing that can happen to us is despair. If we are overwhelmed, if we are carried away by despair, anger, violence, there is nothing left, there’s no hope. This is why we must practice kshanti paramita, to bear, to accept. But this is not a kind of negative, passive acceptance. Because we know that with  our understanding, with our love, we can do something. We can always do something to change the situation.

Secondly, there are things inside of us that we have to accept, to bear: the afflictions, the weakness, the anger, the fear that has been transmitted to us by former generations. With the practice, we can ease the pressure coming from outside and coming from inside us. But if we don’t practice patience and the other paramitas, we cannot bear them. It is only with great understanding, great compassion, great forbearance that we can easily accept and transform the pressure, the unwholesome elements pushing us from outside and from within. Otherwise we will give up, and we will become victims of violence, despair, and anger.

The third aspect of patience, forbearance, concerns enlightenment. Through our exposure to the teachings of the Buddha, we know intellectually that our nature is the nature of no birth and no death. We know it in principle, yet we have not yet directly experienced it. This takes time, it takes patience. We have learned that things are impermanent, things are without a separate self. But we need more practice, more mindfulness and concentration so that the things we have learned can become real insight, so that we can actually touch them in our daily life. We have notions, we have an understanding of the teaching, we are convinced of its truth, but we have not fully realized it. Touching our true nature, the nature of no birth and no death, is the highest understanding a practitioner can achieve. But it takes time to ripen and this is the third aspect of patience.




NO MUD, NO LOTUS 

Mindfulness has two functions. The first is to get in touch with the wonderful and beautiful things all around us. The second is to get in touch with the difficult emotions, like anger, fear, pain, and sorrow  inside and around us. Mindfulness can help us recognize and embrace these difficulties and transform them. Not only is paradise available in the here and the now, but hell is available in the here and the now also. Mindfulness practice helps us to get in touch with both the wonders, in order to be nourished, and the suffering, in order to heal and transform ourselves.

People tend to think of their true home as a place where there is no suffering, only happiness. But this thinking goes against the wisdom of interbeing. We cannot grow a lotus flower without mud. In order to grow vegetables, we need compost. Any organic gardener knows we save our food and garden waste. This garbage is organic, and with it we can make compost to nourish flowers and vegetables. Suffering and happiness are also organic. We can transform suffering into well-being. This is the Buddha’s teaching on nonduality.

The lotus flower is not possible without the mud. Understanding and compassion are not possible without suffering. I would never want you to be in a place where there’s no suffering, because in such a place you wouldn’t have a chance to learn how to understand and be compassionate. It’s by touching suffering that we have a chance to understand people and their suffering. By understanding our own suffering and the suffering of others, we begin to know what it means to be compassionate. It is only against a background of suffering that we can recognize our happiness. I remember during the war in Vietnam we wanted so desperately just to have a cease-fire for twenty-four hours—twenty-four precious hours with no bombs dropping, no one being killed. But if we have not lived through a war, we don’t know how to appreciate twenty-four hours of peace, twenty-four hours without the horrors of war. So we need suffering in order to recognize our conditions of happiness. No lotus flower can be without the mud. My definition of our  true home is not a place where there is no suffering, but a place where I can cultivate compassion.

Even when we see a lot of violence, discrimination, hatred, jealousy, and craving, if we are equipped with understanding and compassion, we don’t suffer. We know how to make use of the garbage in order to nourish the flowers and vegetables. We are making life more beautiful and meaningful because of the power of understanding and compassion in us.

Understanding and compassion also protect us. Even if others are angry, violent, and discriminate against us, we don’t have to suffer, because we understand, and understanding brings about compassion. Wherever there is violence, discrimination, hatred, and craving, if we are equipped with Right View, the wisdom of interbeing and nondiscrimination, we don’t have to suffer. Pain is inevitable, but suffering is optional.

When we are protected by understanding and compassion, we are not victims anymore. Others may still be victims of their own ignorance and discrimination. These people are the object of our practice. We live in such a way that we can help them remove and transform their ignorance, discrimination, craving, and hatred.




A WAR WITHOUT SIDES 

During the Vietnam War, many of us tried to voice our concerns. We did not want this war in which brothers and sisters of the same family had to kill each other with foreign weapons and ideologies. Both the communist and anti-communist forces gave us guns and ideologies and urged us to fight and kill each other. Some of us who were students of Buddhism started a movement called “Don’t kill your brother,” and our voices were silenced by both sides, both warring parties. We tried  to speak out, we tried to tell the world that we didn’t want the war, we didn’t want to kill each other but were being forced to do so.

Many of us who practiced mindfulness, understanding, and compassion wanted reconciliation, but our voices were silenced. Some of us had to burn ourselves alive in order to get our message across. Thich Quang Duc immolated himself one day. I was in New York when I saw the picture on the front page of the New York Times. He was a friend of mine. Nhat Chi Mai, one of my students, immolated herself calling for reconciliation. She went to the Tu Nghiem Temple very early, about two or three o’clock in the morning. She put a statue of the Virgin Mary and a statue of Quan Yin, the bodhisattva of compassion, in front of her and she left behind a set of letters calling for the president of North Vietnam, the president of South Vietnam, and everyone to come together and stop killing each other. Then she doused herself with gasoline and burned herself. I was in Paris. She left behind a letter for me that said, “Thay, don’t worry, peace will come. Don’t suffer too much.” She was about to die, but she tried to comfort me, her teacher.

Although the majority of the people did not want the war, the war continued. My book of peace poetry—I like to call it peace poetry rather than antiwar poetry—was condemned by the North and confiscated by the South. So when Cornell University invited me to come and give a series of lectures, I took the opportunity to go out and call for peace.

When we are truly in the present moment, we may encounter parts of life that are refreshing and healing. But we may also encounter war, suffering, violence, hatred, fear, and discrimination. When this happens, we may feel anger arise. But those who create discrimination and hatred are the victims of fear. It is fear that is the obstacle. In Vietnam, then and still now, I want to help people to be free from fear. Those  who fought in Vietnam, those who fight now in Iraq and Afghanistan, are not my enemies. They are the ones I want to help. They are objects of my practice of compassion and understanding. I have no enemies.




A BATH OF MINDFULNESS 

We all have a seed of anger inside of us. But we also have a seed of mindfulness and a seed of compassion. When the seed of anger is touched, it manifests as a kind of energy called anger. We can speak of our consciousness as having two layers. The lower layer is called “store consciousness,” and the upper layer is called “mind consciousness.” Our store consciousness preserves within us all kinds of seeds (bija). There are wholesome seeds and unwholesome seeds. According to Mahayana Buddhism, there are fifty-one varieties of seeds. We have seeds of anger, despair, jealousy, and discrimination in our store consciousness. And we also have seeds of joy, mindfulness, compassion, and nondiscrimination. When the seed of anger is left alone in the store consciousness—when we don’t water it and no one comes and touches it—then we are okay; we can laugh, we can have a good time. But the seed of anger is still in our store consciousness, and as soon as someone says or does something that touches it, it becomes a zone of energy in the realm of mind consciousness that we call a mental formation, the mental formation of anger. We also have seeds of discrimination and nondiscrimination in us. If the seed of discrimination is watered every day, it becomes very big and doesn’t allow the seed of nondiscrimination to manifest. If the seed of anger becomes stronger and stronger every day, the seed of compassion has less chance to arise. That is why every time a negative seed is touched and manifests, we have to take care of it.

Store consciousness is like the basement and mind consciousness is like the living room. Anything we don’t like, we put in the basement; we want to keep the living room beautiful. But the blocks of suffering in us don’t want to stay in the basement. If they become too strong, they push the door open and settle in the living room without our invitation—especially during the night, in our dreams. But during the day, too, violence, craving, hatred, and anger are pushing hard because we have allowed them to grow every day through unmindful consumption. We try to resist, we try to close the door very firmly. We set up a blockade in the living room so that the seeds in the basement cannot arise, and we repress them. How do we repress? We do it through consumption; we try to fill up mind consciousness with other items. When we feel uncomfortable, like something painful is coming up, we play music to keep the mind busy, we pick up the telephone and talk, we take the car out and drive somewhere, we turn on the television. We do everything to keep the living room occupied so that these blocks of pain have no chance to come up from the store consciousness.

Our consumer culture offers us many items with which we can fill our living room twenty-four hours a day. The things we consume, like music, television, books, magazines, even conversations, may contain a lot of toxins like craving, hatred, and violence. While we’re consuming them, their toxins enter our store consciousness and make the blocks of suffering grow. These blocks have formed in us because of unmindful consumption in the past, and unmindful consumption in the present moment continues to make them grow. This is a very dangerous situation. So the first step is to stop this kind of unmindful consumption, to prevent these seeds that have already become too big from growing even more.

The second step is to practice touching the positive seeds in ourselves. We look at the blue sky: “Breathing in, I am aware of the blue sky. Breathing out, I smile to the blue sky.” We touch the blue sky, the blue sky touches us. “Breathing in, I am aware of the mountains. Breathing out, I see that the mountains are wonderful.” We touch the beautiful mountains, the beautiful mountains touch us. There are so many things that are beautiful, refreshing, and healing that we can get in touch with. Allow the negative seeds to sleep. Don’t give them a chance to grow. Don’t consume like you did in the past. And if someone comes along and is about to touch them, say: “Please, no, don’t touch those seeds in me.”

When the seeds of mindfulness and joy in us are solid enough, we take the third step. We remove the blockade and allow the negative seeds to come up one by one. Because if we repress them for too long with unmindful consumption, we create a situation of bad circulation in our psyche. The seeds want to come up and yet we repress them, and this creates a blockage, a lack of circulation. This is the strategy most of us use. We are afraid that we’re not able to handle our suffering, so we use television, books, music, food, or drugs to distract ourselves. We try everything in order to repress the negative seeds.

When the blood in our body does not circulate well, many symptoms of illness will manifest. We may experience pain, we may get headaches or a pain in our shoulder, we may become ill. The same is true with the mind. When we repress our negative emotions and don’t allow the mental formations to come up, we create a situation of bad circulation, and then slowly symptoms of mental illness will appear. We may have pain in our body, but when we go to the doctor she can’t find a physiological cause. It’s dangerous to practice this kind of suppression through consumption. That’s why the third step needs to be  taken: allowing our anger, our fear to come up. Usually we’re afraid to do so. Our strategy is to run away from our suffering. We don’t have the courage to go home to ourselves and confront the suffering, but this is what the Buddha advises us to do.

If we have enough mindfulness to recognize, embrace, and look deeply into our anger, we may allow it to come up during sitting meditation. “Breathing in, I know anger has manifested in me. Breathing out, I embrace my anger with all my tenderness.” “Breathing in, I am aware that anger is still in me. Breathing out, I am taking good care of my anger.” It’s like a big sister holding her younger sister, like a mother holding a baby. Even if we haven’t practiced deeply enough to see the nature of our anger and transform it, our anger will lose some of its strength after having taken a bath of mindfulness. That’s exactly what we do—we give our anger, our fear, our despair a bath of mindfulness. After five, ten, fifteen minutes, they will go back down to store consciousness, a little bit weaker because of the bath of mindfulness. But we have to know how to offer the bath of mindfulness by practicing mindful breathing, mindful smiling, and mindful walking, which generates the energy of mindfulness to embrace whatever mental formation comes up. Your mindfulness is the energy of the Buddha. After we have been able to stay with and embrace our suffering once, we have confidence, we aren’t afraid. So we open the door, and allow the blocks of suffering to come up and be taken care of, so that when they go back down to store consciousness, they are smaller and weaker.

If we don’t believe that our mindfulness is strong enough to recognize and embrace our pain, we can ask a brother or sister in the practice to come and sit close to us. We hold her hand, ask her to help us with her energy of mindfulness, and together we recognize and embrace the pain in us for three, five, ten, or fifteen minutes if needed. We need  a co-practitioner when we are weak. She will lend us her energy of mindfulness. And if we have several brothers and sisters in the community, we are no longer afraid, because the boat of the Sangha will keep us from sinking into the river of suffering. The collective mindfulness is enough to hold our pain and our sorrow. That’s why taking refuge in the Sangha is very important, especially when we’re a beginner and our mindfulness is not strong enough to recognize and embrace our suffering and to bathe our anger and our despair.




EMBRACING ANGER 

Mindfulness is the capacity to know what is going on in every moment, and mindfulness of anger is being able to acknowledge when anger has manifested. If we leave our anger all alone, it will cause damage to our body, to our mind, and maybe to our surroundings. We can practice mindfulness of anger by saying to ourselves, “Breathing in, I know anger is in me. Breathing out, I smile to my anger, I embrace my anger.”

Mindfulness recognizes anger as anger. Recognizing and embracing anger is an art, it is the practice. Usually, we fight against the anger that arises in us. But in Buddhist practice, we don’t fight our anger, we hold it tenderly.

Suppose a mother is working in the kitchen and she hears her baby cry. She loves her baby, so she puts down whatever is in her hands, and she goes to the baby’s room. Before she even knows what’s wrong, she picks up the baby and holds him tenderly in her arms. Just holding him tenderly may be enough to bring relief to the infant and soothe his crying. If the mother continues to hold him with mindfulness, she will find out what is wrong. He may be hungry, he may have a fever, or his diaper may be too tight. Practicing mindfulness, we can hold our anger and patiently find out why anger has come about.

If the mother finds her baby is hungry, she gives him some milk; if his diaper is too tight, she loosens it. So having embraced our anger tenderly, we can then soothe it with mindful breathing or mindful walking.




RESOLVING CONFLICTS WITH LOVED ONES 

When the energy of anger begins to emerge, we need the practice of mindfulness. We may think that to release our anger we need to do something right away or to immediately confront the person who we think is making us suffer. Instead, we can breathe and say, “Breathing in, I know that anger has manifested in me. Breathing out, I will take good care of the energy of anger in me.”

We may think that saying or doing something very strong to punish the other person is the way to find relief. But that will only escalate the suffering. The other person will suffer more, and they’ll try to get relief by punishing us back.

If someone has made us suffer, it’s because that person is also suffering. Someone who doesn’t know how to handle her suffering will allow it to spill over, and we will become a victim of her suffering. We know that someone who suffers that much needs help and not punishment. When we begin to see that, compassion is born, and we don’t suffer anymore. Compassion is an antidote for anger. Once we are motivated by the desire to help the other person suffer less, we are free from our anger.

Sometimes it’s important to communicate our hurt to the other person. We can do this using the practice of Beginning Anew. We sit down together at a time when we can both be fully present. There are three stages: in the first, we “water the flower” of the other person, sincerely expressing our appreciation for their good qualities. In the  second, we express regret for anything we see we have done to contribute to the conflict. In the third, we express our suffering without blame or judgment (see appendix for a full description of Beginning Anew). When we express our hurt, there are three important phrases that Buddhist teachings suggest. These phrases are the antidote to suffering. The first is, “Darling, I am angry. I suffer and I want you to know it.” The second is, “Darling, I am trying my best.” The third is, “Please help me.”

When we say the first phrase, “Darling, I am angry. I suffer and I want you to know it,” we are being open and sharing what is going on with us. It’s important that we don’t deny our own anger and suffering. Sometimes we suffer because of the other person, and when she comes and asks, “Darling, are you okay, are you angry at me?” we say, “I’m okay, why should I be angry?” Or when the other person puts a hand on our shoulder, we try to avoid their touch and we say, “Leave me alone. Don’t touch me!” These are ways of punishing someone, we want to tell her that we can survive very well on our own. So instead, it’s important to be direct. We may also like to add, “I don’t know why you have said such a thing to me, why you have done such a thing to me. Please explain.” The important thing is to tell the other person that we are angry and that we suffer. If we can bring ourselves to write down this sentence, we will suffer less already. It’s a miracle.

The second phrase is even shorter, “I am doing my best.” This means we are practicing mindful breathing and mindful walking, and taking care of our anger. So the second sentence is an indirect invitation for the other person to do the same, and to go back and reexamine the situation, to see what he or she may have done to contribute to the conflict.

Sometimes we don’t want to make the other suffer. We’re just unskillful. We have to learn to speak in terms of more or less skillful  rather than in terms of good or evil, right or wrong. In the Buddhist tradition, we speak of unskillful states of mind, like anger or fear.

The last sentence is, “Please help.” When we’re capable of writing this third sentence, our suffering dissipates. Even if the other person hasn’t read the message yet, we already feel much better. We acknowledge our interdependence, we do not get caught by our pride. In true love, there is no place for pride. We know that we need the other person to help us get out of our situation. I have many friends who take a piece of paper the size of a credit card and write the three sentences on it and slip it into their wallet. Every time anger comes up, they take it out and read it while breathing in and breathing out, then they know exactly what to do.




CROSSING TO THE SHORE OF NON-ANGER 

When our beloved hurts us, we get angry and we suffer. We are on the shore of suffering. Since we are bodhisattvas, we want to cross over to the shore of peace. We don’t say, “Other shore, please come, so that I can step on you!” No, we have to cross! And understanding, prajñaparamita, is one of the means to cross over. When we understand the other person, we see his or her suffering and that he or she doesn’t know how to handle this suffering. He suffers, so he makes himself and the people around him suffer. When we’re able to look with eyes of understanding like this, suddenly we’re on the other shore. This understanding brings us to the other shore right away.

The Buddha said there are many ways to deal with your anger, and one way is to practice the paramita called dana, which means giving. You give a gift to the person you are angry with. Usually when we are angry with someone, we want to punish him or her. But the Buddha advises us to do the opposite. Do something to make him or her happy.  Offer him something, and suddenly our anger will disappear and we find ourselves on the other shore. You may like to try this. You know what your beloved one likes, so buy a nice gift and hide it somewhere. And one day when you get angry at her, remember the Buddha’s advice and offer it to her. Then both of you will be on the other shore right away.

The other person needs love, and if we can provide him or her with love, with understanding, our anger will dissolve. The time it takes to cross to the other shore can be very short. It’s a miracle! As a bodhisattva, we only want to give. And we are willing to give anything we can. The most valuable thing to give is understanding and compassion. Everyone in the world craves understanding, compassion, and love. As a bodhisattva, as a practitioner, we can produce understanding and compassion. When we look deeply into the situation, suddenly we don’t blame anymore, we feel compassion.




SELECTIVE WATERING 

If we allow negative seeds to be watered, they will become strong, and we will suffer and make the people around us suffer. When we love someone, we should have enough time to look into his consciousness, recognize the beautiful seeds in him, and practice watering them every day. Everyone has the seeds of joy and compassion, and if we know how to touch them, we transform them into energies that make us feel better, happier, more joyful, and more compassionate. The practice of watering seeds can bring results right away. One of the characteristics of the Dharma, the teachings of the Buddha, is that it is effective right here and right now.

We know the other person has the seeds of joy and compassion in him. Suppose we talk to him in a way that touches those seeds in him.  Half an hour later, he becomes a different person. This is possible. We also know that he has the seeds of sorrow, despair, and jealousy. So we refrain from watering those seeds, and we just recognize and water the positive seeds in him. In no time at all he becomes different, more pleasant, happier. This is not only for his sake, but for our sake. We call this the practice of selective watering.

Suppose we are a couple who love each other and would like to make each other happy. We have to make a commitment together: “Darling, I promise to water only the seeds of happiness, compassion, and joy in you. And I will refrain from watering the seeds of jealousy, anger, and irritation in you. I know that if I water these seeds, you will suffer and I will have to suffer also. So I promise that from now on, I will only water the beautiful seeds in you, and I will refrain from watering the negative seeds. Please help me also. You know I have the seeds of anger, jealousy, despair, and craving in me. Please don’t water these seeds, but instead water the seeds of compassion, understanding, and hope in me. I will be grateful and happy. Let us make the commitment to support each other with the practice of selective watering.”

There is a practice in Plum Village called the Peace Treaty. Each person who signs the treaty promises that she will not water the negative seeds in herself and in the other person. This method of selective watering is a very beautiful practice of peace and of happiness. We have seen that the practice does not need a long time; a half hour of practice can transform a situation. You practice watering the good seeds in yourself. You practice watering the good seeds in her or him. And fifteen or twenty minutes later, you and the other person feel much better. If you know how to do it every day, the situation will change. You sign a treaty of practice, and if possible, you sign it in the presence of many friends.

PEACE TREATY

 


In Order That We May Live Long and Happily Together, In Order That We May Continually Develop and Deepen Our Love and Understanding, We the Undersigned Make the Commitment to Observe and Practice the Following:

 


I, the one who is angry, agree to:1. Refrain from saying or doing anything that might cause further damage or escalate the anger.

2. Not suppress my anger.

3. Practice breathing and taking refuge in the island of myself.

4. Calmly, within twenty-four hours, tell the one who has made me angry about my anger and suffering, either verbally or by delivering a Peace Note.

5. Ask for an appointment for later in the week (e.g., Friday evening) to discuss this matter more thoroughly, either verbally or by Peace Note.

6. Acknowledge the suffering. Don’t say: “I am not angry. It’s okay. I am not suffering.”

7. Practice breathing and looking deeply into my daily life—while sitting, lying down, standing, and walking—in order to see:a. the ways I myself have been unskillful at times.

b. how I have hurt the other person because of my own habit energy.

c. how the strong seed of anger in me is the primary cause of my anger.

d. how the other person’s suffering, which waters the seed of my anger, is the secondary cause.

e. how the other person is only seeking relief from his or her own suffering.

f. that as long as the other person suffers, I cannot be truly happy.



8. Apologize immediately, without waiting until the scheduled appointment, as soon as I realize my unskillfulness and lack of mindfulness.

9. Postpone the scheduled appointment if I do not feel calm enough to meet with the other person.



I, the one who has made the other angry, agree to:1. Respect the other person’s feelings, not ridicule him or her, and allow enough time for him or her to calm down.

2. Not press for an immediate discussion.

3. Confirm the other person’s request for a meeting, either verbally or by note, and assure him or her that I will be there.

4. Practice breathing and taking refuge in the island of myself to see how:a. I have seeds of unkindness and anger as well as the habit energy to make the other person unhappy.

b. I have mistakenly thought that making the other person suffer would relieve my own suffering.

c. by making him or her suffer, I make myself suffer.



5. Apologize as soon as I realize my unskillfulness and lack of mindfulness, without making any attempt to justify myself and without waiting until the scheduled appointment.



We vow with the Earth as witness and the supportive presence of our community, to abide by these guidelines and to practice wholeheartedly.

 


Signed,

 


 


the Day of in the Year at (location)



Many couples in Plum Village have signed the Peace Treaty with the larger community as their witness. After signing the Peace Treaty, they practice and report back to us how it worked for them. It’s a very effective practice. According to this practice, not only do we refrain from watering the negative seeds, but we also make the commitment to water the good seeds in the other person and in ourselves every day. We practice like gardeners for each other. The person we love is our garden, and we have to take good care of our garden. If the garden yields flowers and fruits, we are the ones who enjoy it.




REMOVING WRONG PERCEPTIONS 

Conflicts can take place within us, and when there is a conflict within, we suffer. Very often we cannot accept ourselves. There’s a struggle within. According to the Dharma, it’s possible to solve the conflict and reconcile with ourselves in a nonviolent, gentle way. The Dharma provides us with practices that can help us reconcile with ourselves.

Conflicts may also take place between two people. With the practice of good communication, deep listening, and loving speech, we can help each other remove wrong perceptions. As human beings, we are victims of our own wrong perceptions several times a day. I know of a gentleman who believed that his son was not his own. He believed the neighbor fathered his son because his wife had given birth to the little boy during his absence, and while he was gone the neighbor had been very kind and helped his wife. But the boy wasn’t the neighbor’s son. The neighbor was simply a very nice man. But this gentleman treated his wife and son very badly based on this wrong perception. They all suffered for ten years. Then one day the gentleman’s brother visited, and said, “Well, your son is the exact image of you.” From that moment on, the father acknowledged that the boy was his son. But the mother  and the son were already so estranged and hurt by his actions; so much damage had been done in those preceding ten years because of just one wrong perception.

Our wrong perceptions can be very costly. They bring about fear, anger, hatred, and despair. When the wrong perception is removed, fear, anger, hatred, and despair are also removed, and happiness is possible again. The teaching of the Buddha is very effective in solving conflicts between two people, whether parent and child, brother and sister, or among partners or friends. Conflicts between two groups of people or two nations can also be solved in this way.

Sometimes conflict between nations is motivated by fear. We are afraid of each other. We want to be safe, and we think that in order to be safe we have to control and occupy. For the sake of safety, and because of our fear, we commit atrocities in war. Sometimes it is both fear and craving. We crave power and to show that we are the strongest, and that pushes us to kill and to destroy. In order to be able to shoot them, bomb them, destroy them, we have to convince ourselves that they are evil and against God, we have to demonize them. That is the kind of thinking that allows people to go to war.

Wrong thinking is at the foundation of war. Wrong thinking is based on ignorance, discrimination, craving, and fear. If those fighting a war are able to kill thousands or millions of people, it is because of their wrong thinking. We cannot look into a gun and shoot someone unless we believe the other person is evil, has created suffering, and is dangerous to us and to others. In order to get support for this killing, we have to make people believe that the enemy should be killed. This is what is going on. The mass media and public opinion support this kind of effort, and it is very dangerous. When we are so busy, we don’t have the time to intervene; we allow people to spread news and  talk about the issue, to write articles and make films in that spirit of hostility, so that the majority believe in and support the war effort. The cause of this kind of tragedy is not just cruelty or violence, but it is our fear, our craving born from wrong thinking. Wrong thinking always creates suffering.

People who commit terrorist acts have a lot of anger. They are ready to die in order to punish. The people who blow themselves up in buses to punish others may think that they are doing it for the sake of justice, or in the name of God as a kind of holy action. We have to find out what is the motivation, the foundation of this kind of action. We can’t just call them evil people.

In the light of Buddhist teaching, we know that some kind of thinking is at the foundation of their action. They believe they’re on the right side, the side of God, the side of goodness and justice. If we think they’re wrong in their way of thinking, we should help them remove their wrong perceptions. They may have wrong perceptions about themselves, they may have wrong perceptions about us, and these wrong perceptions are the foundation of hatred and anger. To stop such acts, we must help them remove their wrong perceptions. So far, our political leaders have not done enough in this direction. Motivated also by anger and fear, there’s a tendency for them to believe in our military power to strike, punish, and destroy. But this way of being only creates more hatred and more violence.

It is not so difficult to see that the roots of terrorism and violence lie in the way people think, and that in order to remove terrorism we have to remove people’s wrong perceptions. It can’t be done with guns and bombs. That’s why the practice offered by the Buddha of deep compassionate listening and gentle speech is very important. “Dear people, we know that you must hate us a lot, that you must be very  angry with us in order to have done such a thing to us. We want to understand why. Have we done something to make you suffer so much? Have we tried to destroy you as a religion, as a culture, as a people, as a nation? Please tell us. We may have said or done a number of things that have given you the impression that we discriminate against you, that we want to destroy you. But really we don’t have the intention of destroying you, of discriminating against you. Please tell us, so that we know what wrong we have done to you. And please tell us what we can do in order to help you live in peace and safety.”

Some politicians consider this kind of talking as too weak. But it takes a lot of courage to speak in that way and to offer deep listening. If we are sincere, if we really want to listen, they will tell us everything that they have in their heart; that is the practice of deep listening. Even if they say it with anger, condemnation, and a lot of accusation, we are still able to listen in order to understand why they have done such a thing. If we detect some wrong perception in what they say, then later on we can share with them the information they need to correct their wrong perceptions.

While listening, we may recognize that not only do they have wrong perceptions about themselves and us, but that we also have wrong perceptions about them and ourselves. We’re not saints, we’re human beings, we have shortcomings, we have wrong perceptions, and we have done and said unskillful things that have given them wrong impressions of us and of our intentions. The basic work of peace is to create mutual understanding.




MINDFULNESS, CONCENTRATION, AND INSIGHT 

I do not have enemies. Even those who have created a lot of suffering and injustice, who have tried to kill or suppress me, they are not my  enemies; they are those I want to help. If we practice mindfulness of the present moment, we can transform our mind and our heart and become a bodhisattva. We will be in a position to help others transform, even those we have considered to be oppressors, abusers, those who discriminate against us, who try to suppress us, kill us, and so on. They are also victims of their own ignorance and anger, and they don’t know how to handle their strong emotions. This is the path shown to us by the Buddha.

The meditation hall in Deer Park Monastery has a beautiful stained glass window. In it is a lotus, the lotus in our heart, and underneath the lotus are the words: smrti, samadhi, and prajña. They are the Sanskrit words for mindfulness, concentration, and insight. Every one of us has the seeds of mindfulness, concentration, and insight; they are the energy of the Buddha in us. We can cultivate these three energies for our own liberation and healing, and for the transformation and healing of the world.

PERSONAL STORIES

EISHA MASON

 


When I was a little girl, my aunts used to tell me, “Don’t talk badly about any group of people because they are probably in our family.” She had a point. As far as I can tell, I have ancestors from Liberia, from Santo Domingo and France. I have ancestors who were Native American, Japanese, Quaker, a slave owner, and those who were slaves. But growing up in Maryland, my racial identity wasn’t complicated. I was just Negro/Black/African American.

One of my ancestors was a free African when he traveled to Great Britain. There, he was kidnapped and brought to the United States and made a slave. He escaped. I don’t have the details of the story, but I know he became a minister, left the U.S. and settled in Liberia. He wrote a number of letters posted from there.

Another of my ancestors came from Haiti or Santo Domingo. She was involved with a French soldier and became pregnant. The soldier wanted the baby, but he didn’t want her. So he offered her a large sum of money, which she took and then fled with the baby to the U.S.

My great, great-grandfather was a slave in Maryland. He was the son of the slave owner, and his mother was one of the slaves on his plantation. She was my great, great, great-grandmother. Being the son of the master, he was educated and, at twenty-one, was given his freedom. He married a Native American woman. He suffered, having a nervous breakdown at one point in his life, because he was a Christian and, in his mind, he couldn’t go to heaven because he had been born illegitimately. Quite a dilemma for a former slave!

Many years ago, when I began teaching a training called “Acts of Power,” I had a realization. The training helped African Americans heal internalized oppression. The facilitators and participants created an altar that included pictures of our ancestors. My pictures included the slave master  along with my great, great-grandfather’s freedom papers. I must have facilitated this training three times before I realized, “Eisha, the slave master is your great, great, great-grandfather!” I had never really made that connection from slave owner to grandfather three times back! In that instant, I realized I needed to heal my anger and bitterness toward this ancestor, because he was part of me. He was part of my genetic pool, so being at war with him was being at war with a part of myself! When I made peace with this part of who I am, I was no longer in bondage to this part of my past. I was free of that burden.

I also want to honor my Native American ancestors. I can’t explain this in a logical way, but I know that I have a community of Native American spirits who support me and care for me. They protect me and give me courage, particularly in my work with social justice. They inspire me to be fearless and to be joyful in spite of conditions. They remind me to be true to my spirit and the Creator.

 


An Overflowing Cup of Stillness

We may not have been exiled from our country like Thay, but as people of color, as those who have experienced racism, classism, and prejudice, there are common threads woven through his stories and our stories that help us open our hearts to peace. There are also experiences that each group of people has that are uniquely theirs, and they need to process those experiences in the safe and understanding environment of their community.

To create a diverse community, there needs to be a way for each group to fully honor their uniqueness as well as our collective oneness. Can we trust each other and ourselves enough to create space for all of our different stories and human identities? Is there a way for all of us to get the attention and healing that we need so that we come into the entire community with a greater sense of wholeness? Rather than becoming color blind, we can learn to appreciate different human experiences and tenderly embrace them so  that no one has to give up a part of themselves in order to be part of the whole. That is the world that I want to live in.

I have been following a spiritual path and involved in peacemaking for about thirty years. My work requires that I face the suffering in our society, whether it is institutional violence or the violence that individuals suffer as a consequence of it, as either victim or perpetrator. To do this, I need a strong core so that I can stay present with what is before me and still remain healthy and find joy every day. When I practice mindful walking and breathing, I develop my capacity to see beauty, and I can be a guide for others to access beauty. I want to give from an overflowing cup rather than from a cup that is being drained dry.

Like many of us, there are times when I feel overwhelmed, angry, frustrated, helpless. Mindfulness practice is heart-opening and at the same time rooted in the world. I share these teachings in the courses I teach in nonviolence, spirituality, and social justice. I share them with other ministers and practitioners to help them stay healthy and fresh in the work that they do. These teachings help me to be present with others and myself in a way that is graced with love and compassion. Love and compassion become the inspiration and the anchor for my activism and service. Every time I exhale, I breathe spirit into my activism; and every time I inhale, spirit renews me. In this way, I remain a whole person.

 


A Path to Freedom

When we look at the world around us, many of us feel frustrated and afraid. We may think that our energy or our power comes from our indignation, our anger. I want to represent another way of advancing a cause besides anger and focusing on differences. I’ve learned that passion is different from anger. I’ve learned that our imagination and our creativity are powerful, powerful tools. We’re bombarded every day with messages intended to shrivel our imagination, diminish our creativity, and shrink our ability to see beauty. A  practice that can help us heal our hearts, and a practice that can help us see beauty and inspire our creativity is a path of liberation. It’s a path of power. It’s a path of freedom.

Mindfulness teaching says to make every step be for freedom; every breath for peace. Knowing that when we walk, we can walk for freedom, when we breathe, we can breathe peace into our community—that’s power. This teaching tells us that there’s always a way that we can make a difference. When we do, we nurture our imagination and creativity, which gives us many more choices as to how we can move forward, both as individuals and as a people.

All of us are more effective when we’re able to focus on the possibilities for healing, not just what’s wrong. If we can speak to a person from a place of calm and respect, seeking understanding with deep listening, we will be more effective in accomplishing our goals. Whether it’s speaking to an adversary or supporting other people in their awakening, mindfulness makes us healthier as people and more effective in what we want to do. The world we want isn’t waiting to manifest. Through our practice, we manifest that world right now.

 


 


JINA JIBRIN AND FUERZA YOUTH

 


Fuerza Youth Leadership Program and the Old Path Boston Sangha sponsored four teens from Boston’s inner city neighborhoods to attend the 2004 Colors of Compassion Retreat: Estrellita (Star) Rojas, Charles McElroy, and Rhyheemma Burns, accompanied by their adult facilitator, Jina Jibrin.

 


Jina: I work at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston where I manage the Fuerza Leadership Program set up for black and Latino youth from housing developments in the Boston community. As a prevention-based program, it focuses on leadership development and community organizing. It allows  young adults a space to voice their opinions, experiences, and concerns about pressing issues in their communities. The program’s goal is to prevent substance abuse and HIV in communities of color, and instead, to promote healthy behaviors by engaging youth to live more mindfully and think critically about social, racial, and health issues.

If you were to ask the youth how they view themselves, they would say, “I’m a thug,” or “I’m from the ghetto.” They come from extremely challenging personal back grounds—single parent families, often accompanied by a lack of any family support. Most of their family members are in jail, have been in jail, or are on the run from the police, and are actively using crack. Unfortunately, all of them attend low-performing public schools where violence is rampant.

When I started the group sessions with five young adults, I introduced passages from Thay’s book, Peace Is Every Step. Unsure of how they would respond to these teachings of healing and nonviolence, I asked them to read a passage a day and to come ready to discuss it. As it turned out, many of them wanted to discuss the sections on anger, so we read these passages aloud in the group. As one young woman was reading, she began crying and describing how her mother uses drugs and verbally abuses her, how her mother doesn’t work, but makes her work to pay the bills. She shared that she had a lot of anger towards her mother. Listening to her, I was amazed by the transformation from urban hardness to openness and vulnerability in sharing her emotions.

Another member, who has been a ward in the Department of Social Services, began to share how she felt angry all the time and always got into trouble in her group home because she let her anger control her. As she shared, others began to give suggestions for how to care for her anger, based on what we had just read. I asked if they felt what they had read was realistic and applicable to their lives, or whether they just saw it as something nice to  read about. One of the young men said that he definitely thought the words were relevant. He talked about how cold and unfriendly our daily interactions are in the city and how we need to recognize our connections to each other. He told me that he’s started doing little things differently, like saying “Hi” to a bus driver when he takes the bus to community college every day.

Thay’s words have really touched these kids. I have noticed visible improvements in all five of the members in the past few months. Not only have they been reflecting more on their own actions, they are also actively caring for one another—they are building community. With this self-reflection and sense of community, there have been other positive changes as well.

One community college student almost made the dean’s list last semester with the assistance of some tutoring and support from Fuerza volunteers. Two other members will be applying to college next semester. Another joined her school’s basketball team with more confidence in herself and her abilities. Our youngest member recently brought me a copy of her report card—four A’s and three B’s, a marked improvement. Because of the empowering change they have experienced by being a part of Fuerza, they have begun to motivate and empower themselves outside the group as well.

Soon I will be expanding the group to about twenty young adolescents. I intend to bring more of Thay’s teachings to our overall work. These young adults are hungry for emotional, mental, and spiritual spaces of peace. They need these pockets of peace in order to strengthen themselves, to face the daily battles within their communities. I know that programs like Fuerza will continue to make a positive impact on their sense of community and allow them to begin exploring new levels of personal change and social activism.

 


I’m a Piece of You

Rhyheemma: Meditation is good because it helps you find silence, which you don’t experience much, and it helps you free yourself for the little bit  of time that you are meditating. You’re thinking a lot during it, but you’re learning how to push your thoughts aside without judging them, just move them so you can find time for yourself, because we don’t really have time for ourselves. It’s beautiful, but sometimes I get a little distracted. I would like to do it more to get myself on-focus because I get off-focus easily. I learned that meditating helps you find yourself again. If you get sidetracked by something, you just sit down and breathe. Then you can get back on track and do what you gotta do.

 


Star: I liked walking meditation, but not at first. I wasn’t used to it. In the city you walk fast, you’re trying to get somewhere quickly. Here, walking meditation was step . . . by . . . step . . . by . . . step. And I’m like, “I can’t do that.” I’m step-by-step-by-step! I was trying to pass everybody. I actually noticed I was passing people and thinking, “I’m not supposed to go this fast. I’m supposed to be relaxed and breathing.” I wasn’t aware that I was breathing, either. I had to slow down and focus. So I just started counting and walking really slow. It was so relaxing. The surroundings, the mountains, and nature were really nice. It was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever done—I didn’t even know I was walking, I was just gliding on the floor. I would definitely do it again. It was just the steady pace, I have to get used to that.

 


Rhyheemma: Silence is cool. It’s kinda touching. It’s fun to have time to yourself and be in a place where you feel wanted instead of a place where you’re not wanted. Here in Deer Park there are a lot of people you can look up to as role models. You can finally have something positive to look at instead of looking at all the negatives. It’s not very peaceful in our urban community. Somebody’s always yelling, and if they’re not yelling, they’re fighting, and if they’re not fighting, they’re killing one another. I finally got a chance to see some place that’s actually peace, where you can walk in silence and eat in  silence without having to hear people yelling.

It is special because there are people of all different colors, and everybody is brothers and sisters. Instead of, “Ugh! He’s Dominican, he’s Puerto Rican, I’m not talking to him,” or “She’s black, he’s white, don’t look at me, you’re nasty.” It’s more, “You’re my sister, you’re my brother. You’re me and I’m you. We’re all family.” Like Sister Chan Khong was sharing, we’re all each other, we’re all ancestors, we all got a piece of each other in us. You have a piece of me and I have a piece of you. You rub off on me, so now I’m a piece of you. Regardless of your personality or who you are, I’m still a part of you. If I know you, you’re a part of me, and if you know me, then we’re a part of one another—we’re family.

 


I’m a Bodhisattva

Rhyheemma: This practice is not just about breathing in, breathing out, just focusing on your breathing. It’s about understanding and compassion and all this other stuff. But you have to experience it to understand it. Not all young people are willing to just listen. Sometimes you have to sit them down and tell them, “Chill. Listen. I just need you to do this one time for me.” Because the first time I meditated, I was like, “Yo, what’s this? I don’t want to do this breathing thing.” But there’s more to it than just “breathe in, breathe out.” It’s about understanding yourself and your surroundings.

Like, I used to say, “bodhisattva,” and not understand what it was. At first I was just fascinated with the word, just walking around saying to myself, “I’m a bodhisattva.” But then I came here and I realized what a bodhisattva really was. I understand the meaning now. For the first time I could actually look at somebody and say, “I’m a bodhisattva,” . . . because I am. Now, I walk around saying it because it’s true. I am a person who has a passion to do what’s good and what’s right, and basically, that’s a bodhisattva.

 


Isn’t a Sangha a Family?

Star: The question I asked Thay was, how can I go back home and translate this to urban teenagers my age? Some don’t understand stuff like Buddhism and mindfulness and compassion. They don’t understand these words. Thay responded that when you have a sense of brotherhood and sisterhood, then, nobody’s judged, and everyone’s open to learn from one another. He said I can become the Dharma, taking what I’ve learned here into my everyday life, and see what changes I can make, starting in my family, with my sisters. He said Buddhism is really clear, it’s straightforward; anybody that has a sense of compassion can understand it. And everybody does have compassion somewhere in their heart.

The thing that helped me was talking to Thay, because everything that came out of his mouth was so true. Everything he said, it felt like he really cared about me, and he doesn’t even know me. When I was looking at him, he was looking at me. It helped me, because you struggle so much as a teenager, and when he’s talking to you, he means everything, he’s so sincere. I felt he understood my struggle and knew where I was coming from. He put faith into me as if he knew I was going to go change something—either in my relationship with my sisters or with myself. He gave me that faith.

 


Rhyheemma: What touched me the most here was being welcomed. Until I found Fuerza, I had never been in a place where I actually felt wanted. But here I can be myself and everybody still smiles at me; they don’t look at me in a negative way. Every time I turn around somebody’s always smiling. Here, I can just smile all day and everybody smiles back at me. But in Boston I can’t really smile because there’s really nothing to smile about. But now I have something to smile about. I can go home and keep smiling about this experience.

We need to find a way to have brotherhood and sisterhood like we have felt here. Here, everybody is welcome. When I walk by, everybody’s smiling at me and patting my hand. They don’t know my name yet, but they still consider me their sister. In Boston, if you’re walking down the street, nobody’s going to look at you and hold your hand. They’ll look at you like you’re a cyclops. So, we need to find a way to have peace in the streets, a way to make ourselves one community. Everybody in Boston believes that there’s no place that exists without violence, there’s no such thing as a place that is peaceful. But there is. Because people here have peace, and I don’t see any violence here. Even if they ’re not satisfied with something, they ’re thankful. Even in the face of difficulty, they still show compassion and that they understand.

We want to make our community like a family. We need brotherhood and sisterhood. We don’t need to discriminate against people. Thay said that’s a sign of suffering. If so, then everyone in Boston is suffering—somehow, some way, in some place. If you’re not suffering in your family, you’re suffering with your friends, or inside yourself, and you’re just not opening your mouth. Isn’t a Sangha a family? If you’re all alone in the world, then you got nothing. If you don’t have anyone you can turn to, then you have nothing. So if you have a Sangha, even if they’re not really a blood family, they’re still a family, a Sangha. If you have them, you have somebody to fall back on, to turn to. You’ve got a problem, you’re not happy with this or that situation, but if you have a Sangha, then you have a family. Everybody is compassionate to you and everybody listens. If you have a family who actually feels for you and wants you around, they smile at you and shake your hand, then you will feel welcome and you will open up, and then your problems will get solved. A Sangha is really the answer.

Charles: The monks really surprised me because in Boston, you go to Chinatown and all the people are mean if you’re not Asian. They’re like, “What are you doing here? Get out of here. This is our town, this is our place.” But when we came here, the monks came up to me and said, “Hi, how’re you doing? What’s your name?” They’re nice and that surprised me that they were so nice.

I like Thay’s teachings about nondiscrimination and interbeing. He really got to me on the nondiscrimination part, using his hands as an example, how the right and left hand just take care of each other and don’t fight. I can see myself bringing that back to Boston, and using it in the organization of events. We can use some things to create social change and for social activism.

 


Star: In Boston everybody’s a stranger. If you get on a bus and you look at a person in a certain way, they get upset. Or they’ll laugh at you for what you have on. People are suffering. A lot of people that I know are craving for certain things they can’t have. They’re depressed with school and stressing. You go through so much before you grow up. You have to grow up quickly because of certain situations that you’re put in. You have to have the state of mind of an adult. A lot of teenagers don’t know that it’s up to us to work with what we have, to make it so that we can have happiness, through meditation or any other practices that work for us.
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chapter v

a frog at the door

Larry Ward

 


 


Recently, in the middle of the night, I remembered a scene from the New Testament that sometimes appears in churches. It is of Jesus on a mountain looking down over the city of Jerusalem and weeping. When we recall the Jerusalem that is the world today, the Jerusalem that is America today, we may all feel like Jesus. And so in the wee hours of the morning I wept. It was only ten years ago that a team of people in Idaho tried to assassinate my wife and I for being an interracial couple by bombing our house. Fortunately, we were already scheduled to go to Plum Village for the winter retreat before this happened. When we got there, we told Thay, and he showed us great compassion. He said, “There’s a lot of work to be done.” It was only ten years ago. It was only last week that a bus driver in Louisiana moved all the black children to the back of the bus and all the white children to the front. It was only last week.4

I grew up in Cleveland, Ohio. I have no idea who my biological parents are. I was adopted by fabulous parents who are also African American. Subsequently, they adopted three other children, and we all turned out pretty well, thanks to their love, their care and their discipline. My grandparents on both sides, and all my aunts and uncles, were there for me. It wasn’t even a thought. It was part of the cultural context. Also, when my family adopted me, they were living with an older couple, renting a small apartment; and that older couple did not have children, so they also functioned as my grandparents. So a lot of community care went into helping me become who I am. I’m still benefiting from community care.

I’ve spent time working and traveling in West Africa, Kenya, and the Ivory Coast. I can feel running through my veins the shamanic tradition of healing and working with energy and with herbs and being connected to the earth. I showed up with that gift, and I’ve studied with teachers in Africa, both men and women, to further connect to this. But I have also lived in Hong Kong, India, Jamaica, and Mexico, as well as many other places within and beyond the U.S. I have come to feel really comfortable just about everywhere. Sometimes, when people ask, “Where’s your son from?” my father says, “The planet!” Thus, part of me is Cleveland and part of me is the planet, and I feel great about that.




HEARING OUR OWN LIFE 

The first time I saw Thich Nhat Hanh walk up on stage, before he even sat down, I knew he was my teacher. It was a combination of his ease of movement, his gracefulness, his peacefulness, and what I knew about his life. The authenticity of his practice was communicated to me without words. I’ve received so many benefits from Buddhist practice in my  own healing and transformation as a person of color and particularly as an African American man. Many of the practices helped me transform my anger, my fear, and cultivate a larger heart of compassion. So I thought if it worked for me this well, then other people like me should have a chance to be exposed to it.

A huge benefit of a people of color retreat is to make the Dharma more accessible. The largest group of Buddhist practitioners in the U.S. is among immigrant communities. These communities tend to be more self-contained. Many individuals within these immigrant communities do not identify themselves with people of color language. Because of the additional ways Buddhism entered the United States—through academia, or through theosophical and counterculture movements—there were not many places or stops along the way where people of color hung out. So it would seem like we missed that train. But we haven’t missed the Dharma train, for it is still on the tracks of history. Retreats for people of color open a rare opportunity for practitioners from immigrant communities and non-immigrant roots to connect in very important ways.

For those of us who have been exposed to the practice, who enjoy the practice and see the benefits of the practice, we rarely get to come together and experience the hope, the delight that comes from seeing so many of us practicing. That is why community is so important. It opens up the possibility for us to explore the path together, because in our sharing, in our stories and our experience, we can hear our own life. We can hear our own footsteps, our own cries in the night and the joy of our healing.

In a retreat like this, don’t be surprised at how much people are moved. People will cry. They will laugh. We see creative cultural behaviors that we don’t see in the work place because at the retreat it is  safe. People are wrapped in the energy of a loving Sangha. They’re not performing for anyone. They are being themselves. Thay always reminds us that the practice is about being ourselves.

All people of color have shared historical experience represented in the name “people of color” itself: a shared experience with discrimination as a collective group; shared experiences of not being seen or valued and having their voice marginalized; a shared experience of not getting to be in a practice forum where we could actually talk about things that we’ve experienced and witnessed. Having these conversations helps us heal, helps us transform, and they encourage us to bring this all back to our families and society at large, well beyond people of color.

As people of color we speak the same language—the language of having to adapt ourselves to someone else’s standards in order to be valued. We don’t have to say a word to communicate that to each other. It’s a look, it’s a smile, it’s a sound, it’s a teardrop. We live in a society of forgetfulness, all of us know that; we come here to remember not simply our suffering but our true home that transcends all suffering.

I travel in all kinds of circles of people: rich and poor, African American, European American, Latino, and Asian, gay and straight. I have a way of disappearing so that nobody knows I am listening. So a friend of mine who lives and works in Palm Springs was talking to somebody else and said, “You know, I don’t know why we have to pay these Indian taxes.” And I just couldn’t help myself, I jumped in and said, “Well, maybe it’s because you took their land!” But there are people who think this way—they have forgotten how this country came to be.

Some years ago there was an article written by a U.S. congress-person from California published in the newspaper. His editorial was  in essence that black people and yellow people and brown people in this country should all be thankful that they’re here and not back in their original countries living in the jungle. After I read the article I had to practice with its impact on me for a week. It brought up so much, first anger and frustration, and then it brought up great sadness in me. I kept practicing with it and asking myself, “How could anyone write something like that?” It has absolutely no connection to the facts. Then I had an insight: he wrote that first of all because he suffered from the superiority aspect of the self-esteem complex. Secondly, because it was beyond his capacity to understand that someone would mistreat people the way some of our American ancestors have actually mistreated people. He couldn’t believe it; he could not remember our shared history influenced by greed, ignorance, and aversion. Iris Chang, who wrote the Rape of Nanking, said genocide has three stages: we do something horrible to a people, and then we deny that we did it, and then we forget we ever denied it.




A LIGHTNING ROD 

The issue of people of color is like an elephant sitting in the middle of every room in every place in the U.S. It’s like when there’s someone in your family that no one ever talks about, but he or she is always there. The people of color issue is a lightning rod for many other issues. It brings up energies, wounds, and confusion most of us would rather not face, because it touches the parts of our store consciousness and mental formations that we have not yet totally recognized, totally embraced, totally subdued, and totally uprooted. We all would benefit from a deepening awareness and education around diversity. I know the tendency in the U.S. is for all of us to rush to sameness. At certain levels, we’re all the same. But it’s important to know the differences before  we get there, so we can value those differences. Because having those differences creates feelings, it creates wounds, it creates opportunities, it creates heartbreaks and geniuses, expectations and habits of defense, protection and isolation. It’s important to understand that everybody is not having the same experience in the U.S. or any other society. I know to some people this might come as a surprise. I’m not making a political statement. I’m making a factual statement, a human statement.

The first teaching I received from society about being a person of color was the verse: “If you’re white, you’re alright; if you’re yellow, you’re mellow; if you’re brown, hang around; if you’re black get back; and if you’re red, you’re dead.” This was not what I was taught at home. At home I was taught love, at home I was taught compassion. Fortunately, there is another group of people that comes to the people of color retreats, and these people are the future. They are indescribable, because they don’t fit in any category. In the U.S. census, taken every ten years, you check boxes for what race you are: white, African American, American Indian, Asian or Pacific Islander, Hispanic, Latino, and then “Some Other Race.” There’s been a forty-nine percent increase in the number of people who have been checking “Other.” Indescribable. They don’t fit the old categories, and they are our hope. They are helping us redefine what it means to be human, instead of what it means to be black, or what it means to be white or yellow, red or brown.

We live in a society in which one culture is dominant to all other cultures. That’s not bad or good, it’s just true; it’s true in every society. For instance, the Kikuyus are the most influential ethnic group in Kenya. Their cultural and economic patterns are dominant. So if you’re going to succeed in Kenyan society, you’ve got to adapt to those patterns to be successful. And for people of color in the U.S., every one of  us uses an inordinate amount of energy to constantly make other people comfortable with us. Its part of the reason we may feel so much anger. I was over thirty years old before I understood why I was so angry. I realized how much of my life energy was going into making other people comfortable with my difference. I realized by the time I got to work at one of my jobs that I was already tired just trying to get ready to walk into a different environment that didn’t necessarily know how to incorporate what I had to bring. But I brought my best anyway.

One doesn’t have to have some dramatic experience like somebody firebombing your house to experience the discomfort that others may have with your presence. We could go shopping right down the hill. I can walk into any department store in Escondido, and you can come with me, and two minutes after we’re in the department store, we will be followed. The stereotype of our lack of trustworthiness precedes us. It is a psychic burden that our dominant culture is just beginning to understand. When I was a private investigator, I used to do a routine with a friend of mine who was a white police officer. We would go into stores, and people would follow me while he would steal things. And then after ten minutes we’d both go to the counter, and he’d pull all the things out of his pockets that he stole because nobody was watching him, but everybody was watching me.

This is global. Colonialism has made all this global. When I first went to India in 1977, I was stunned that I had difficulty checking into some hotels because they thought I was an untouchable. And guess what color an untouchable is? How I finally addressed that problem in myself and in India was that every time I saw an untouchable, I would go and bow to them and touch their feet. I would prostrate to them. That’s a gesture of profound respect.




WOUNDS CAN BE HEALED 

A few mornings ago at five a.m., my wife had just returned from walking our dog, and as she was coming in, she said, “Oh, I just got hit by a raindrop.” We looked a little closer and it wasn’t a raindrop, it was a frog! A tiny little frog! I just started laughing! It was so wonderful to see this tiny little frog, not afraid of us. I decided it thought we were its neighbors, and it was coming in for a cup of tea.

So the reason so much discomfort comes up around the topic of race and ethnicity, is because it is like the frog at the door, and we ask, “What are you doing here?” It has a chance of opening us up! It’s an opportunity to practice with our own individual pain and suffering, and also a chance to practice with the collective store consciousness of this society and transform it.

When we’ve been wounded, the practice is not to allow that wound to be touched. But many people of color experience a society that keeps touching the wound, a second, third, and fourth time, and when it seems everything’s okay, you turn the corner and ahhh! You get hit again! So it’s hard to get the wound healed. That’s why people need to be in an environment without the person who wounded them. It doesn’t matter if the one who did the wounding knows they did it. That’s not what we’re dealing with. We’re dealing with the fact that somebody got wounded. That somebody got hit. Someone got harmed.

It’s not racist to have people-of-color-only spaces. Racism is power. It is institutional, social, political, and economic power. It’s the capacity to decide who gets to live where based on who will sell a house to whom. And everybody knows it. It is the capacity to tell some people that their mortgage rate is ten percent and other people that their mortgage rate is six percent, and that’s how it is. Everyone attending a people  of color retreat has experienced ongoing, systematic institutional suffering because of the color of their skin, the shape of their eyes, or their way of speaking. Some people of color have experienced that and don’t even know it, don’t recognize it. That doesn’t mean it’s not happening. If a bird flies over and its droppings land on your back, just because you don’t know it, doesn’t mean it’s not there.

A people of color retreat is an opportunity to specifically work on deconstructing the carefully assembled notion of the self-esteem complex—the notion that we believe ourselves to be superior, inferior, or equal to someone else. We need the space to do this because we have a formal society that says one thing, and an informal society that behaves completely the opposite.

The first retreat I went to with Thay was a veteran’s retreat happening within a larger retreat. Thay talked about the veterans being so close to the flame of their own pain and suffering that they had to practice only with other veterans so that they could heal and then enter back into the larger group. A people of color retreat is a vehicle for the same type of healing opportunity. When the women in our Sangha wanted to organize a Buddhist Women’s Retreat, I thought that was absolutely wonderful. Why would that be sexist? From my point of view, whenever any group of people—of any kind—want to get together and practice, let’s figure out how to help them do it because it can only help this world.

We offer people of color retreats because people of color have asked for them. Many have gone to different Sanghas and found them unavailable in the ways they needed. Nobody was mean or disrespectful. But if a Sangha has not done the kind of healing and transformational work that facilitates diversity, as a person of color you can feel other people’s discomfort, because your ability to feel that discomfort  has been one of your survival skills. When you walk into a Sangha and everybody’s uncomfortable with the fact that you’re there, you just don’t go back because you’re tired of doing all that work of making everybody comfortable with you.

Cultures that originate primarily from Northern Europe have a different context by which they define time, relationships, position, what’s important, communication, etc., than indigenous cultures or cultures originating in Asia, Africa, or Latin America. In many of the cultures people of color come from, we have to be welcomed to know we are welcome. But in other cultural orientations, you simply go, and that means you’re welcome. So if you are in that culture, you’re already welcomed the minute you walk in the door because you have the same vibration. It’s subtle, but it’s a big difference when it’s your own personal experience. Part of it is that some people don’t know how to welcome other people. They may be afraid of making a mistake in welcoming others, so they don’t say anything. But when you ask that person or that congregation, they are stunned to find out you didn’t feel welcomed. That’s why we have to learn to talk with each other and communicate and listen and learn. Otherwise, we’ll go around unconscious of what experiences we’re creating for each other, and that creates hurt and isolation, which makes it difficult to build a beloved community. This does not mean I am suggesting that we develop a series of segregated Sanghas, but rather we do the depth work on ourselves locally, as well as develop skillful approaches to Sangha-building that are necessary for inclusiveness to bloom; but this will take more time in some places than others.

My father recently passed away, and I often revisit his stories about being a person of color during World War II. My father told me two things about World War II. The first thing was, “Remember, in war,  nobody wins. Nobody.” And the second thing, the biggest heartbreak of his life, was when his platoon of black soldiers was put in the back of the train and the German soldiers were given better accommodations, even though they were prisoners. He never forgot that. So I practice for him.

We cannot live in a pretend Buddhist world. We are having people of color retreats so that all of us can work with our internal knots, whatever they might be. This is a chance for us to recognize, to embrace, to subdue, to tame, to heal, to release and untie the internal knots created by our experience of being people of color. So we go through our suffering to healing and transformation. We can’t get there by going around our suffering. This is not about avoiding what’s going on in this world. That’s not the Buddhist practice and that’s not our teacher’s practice. Our teacher was engaged up to his eyebrows in the suffering of Vietnam. His compassion and wisdom were born in the midst of that suffering and confusion. So these retreats are an opportunity for us to continue to wake up in the midst of the suffering and confusion represented by people of color. Our practice is to understand that people of color are inside of each one of us, whoever we are and however we look.




SAFE WHEREVER I AM 

People who experience being in the lower power position in society perpetually feel insecure, they do not feel safe in their country. To me, one of the fundamental benefits of the practice is to be able to say, “I feel safe, wherever I am.”

I know where my true home is. It doesn’t mean I don’t get lost. But at least when I’m lost, I know where I’m lost from! Therefore, I can find my way back with the help of my Sangha and my friends and my teacher  and my own practice. Someone asked me, “What if somebody attacks your home?” You can’t attack my true home. It’s not made of brick and mortar. It’s a little bit like what Jesus said in the New Testament, “Don’t build your house on sand.” By this he meant that a house built on a true foundation can’t be swayed this way or that by anything external. Each one of us has sovereignty over our own home, our true home. It’s available to each one of us, and nobody can take that away.

The state of our world today can make one apprehensive. Many of us, as individuals and groups, feel secretly hopeless, full of doubt and fear. You might say there’s a psychic epidemic of doubt and fear that has gripped the throat of our world and our times. Sometimes in the wee hours of the morning we ask ourselves, “What will the future bring?” We whisper this question not too loudly, because sometimes we are afraid of the answer.

We all have the energies of hate, fear, and greed in us. When we think of greed, please don’t think of Wall Street bonuses only. Think of driving into the parking lot when somebody gets to the space that you wanted—and what comes up for you when that happens. When we think of hate, we should not just think of Hitler or the Ku Klux Klan. We should not leave them out, but we should also think of people in our families and communities who are close to us, who we’d rather not be near—because it is painful. This is what we must practice with. These are the hidden challenges in the deep terrains of our consciousness that the practice is about. Recognizing, embracing, healing, and transforming; the practice of mindfulness is not naive. It is profound enough to change the world, and it changes the world person-by-person, moment by moment.




BEING A WISE GARDENER 

In Buddhist psychology we say that we are the gardeners of our depth consciousness and what we water in ourselves is what grows into this world. There are already some trees and flowers and fruits in our garden. There may be some weeds, too. The gardener does not hate the weeds. A good gardener knows how to use the weeds to fertilize the fruit and flowers. The practice of mindfulness does not mean hating the imperfection in ourselves. The practice is to attend to what causes us pain and suffering and use it as fertilizer to create the most beautiful garden possible.

Thay once shared that only two obstacles block us from being able to touch the realization in every moment that life is beautiful, that life is a wonder. One obstacle is our views, our ideas, and the other is our afflictions. Our notions are our ideas like “me” and “mine.” Think about the last time you were feeling in touch with life, happy to be in the moment, touched by wonder, touched by mystery, touched by depth and greatness. And when the idea of “me” and “mine” came up into your mind, what happened? The wonder vanished. All beauty vanished. And what remained was just “me” and “you.” Until the world becomes capable of transcending the idea of the nation-state we will not find peace, we will not find equanimity. I’ve flown all over the world, and I don’t see anything in nature that says, “this is mine, and that’s yours.” It’s a notion, an idea. Boundaries are useful. But they’re not for the purpose of confusing ourselves about who and what we are.

An idea close to the idea of “me” and “mine” is “self ” and “other”—black and white, red or yellow; educated or uneducated; rich or poor; life or death; coming or going; near or far away. There’s a sign that may be on the rearview mirrors of your car, that says: “Objects in  the distance are closer than they appear.” This is true about our world. Suffering that appears far away is closer than you think. It is all near, because it is all us. What if we are already in heaven and are missing it because of our ideas?

The second obstacle is our afflictions—our fear, our anger, our sorrow, our jealousy. Part of our mindfulness practice is to recognize when fear is starting to bloom in our garden, when anger starts to bloom in our garden, when jealousy starts to bloom in the garden of our consciousness. Mindfulness practice is the capacity to recognize what is blooming in our own heart and mind. We “call it by its true name” without blame and without judgment, with kindness and compassion.

We recognize our afflictions and our emotional knots that are buried in our store consciousness as they begin to arise in our minds. We embrace whatever is coming up, we do not run from it, try to hide or deny it. As a society, we have a very strong habit of denial. The only way to untie the knot of denial that’s in the store consciousness of our individual and collective consciousness is to untie it in ourselves, because that’s the knot that we have access to. It’s what’s in me. Whenever I’m able to untie that knot of denial, untie the knot of fear, untie the knot of anger in me, I am simultaneously untying the knot in this society. Because I am this society, and this society is me.

So we practice mindfulness, and it nourishes the seeds of the mind of love within. When an awakened mind goes into action, that is a bodhisattva manifesting in this world. Buddhism has such wonderful descriptions of bodhisattvas, and every quality of every one of these bodhisattvas is inside of each one of us. The quality of compassion is inside each one of us.

We were in China with Thay a few years ago, and we went to a temple built on a holy mountain dedicated to the Boddhisattva of  Great Action, Samantabhadra. There was an image of Samantabhadra on a big elephant with six tusks. As I looked at the statue I remembered the opportunity I had a long time ago to meet Rosa Parks. In physical size, she’s a tiny woman. In fact, as a bodhisavattva, she is big, humongous, like Samantabhadra. Great action transcends the limits of time and space, race, boundaries, education, and economics, and yet only takes place in the present moment.

I visited Assisi, Italy, where St. Francis and St. Clare came from and where they practiced. Standing in front of St. Francis’ grave, although he was a tiny, little guy, you can touch that in fact he was big! That’s why all the bodhisattvas are gigantic. When you go in the temples and see the sixty foot Quan Yin statues, you wonder, “How could anybody be that big?” Well, let’s reverse the question, “How can you not be that big?” These qualities are in you. Our actions matter, our thoughts matter, our speech matters, because they live on when we have disappeared. Our actions, our thoughts, our speech are continued in the stream of time and space, and also go beyond time and space.




LOVE LIKE THE SUN AND THE MOON 

Our task is to create and sustain an environment that can hold healing and transformational energy for everyone. The practice of the Sangha is to create that boat, that container in which people can rest and let healing and awakening energy touch them. We can support people who come to our Sanghas by offering our love. I saw an interview of a man who’s ninety years old. He was a member of what was called The Negro Leagues. These were black men in the early part of the century who played baseball, but were not allowed to play professionally. Someone asked him, “What was that like? Were you upset because you knew you were better than some of the other players and you didn’t get to  play?” And he says, “I never thought about being better than anybody else. What was so hard was the experience of not being welcomed.” Everyone who comes to a Sangha or to a retreat wants to experience being welcomed. Many people of color, for whatever reasons and conditions—personal, social, historical—have had the experience of not being wanted in society. There are people experiencing that now.

We need to educate ourselves in ways that help us listen deeply to people—and it doesn’t matter if we’ve had their experience. What matters is that we can listen, and that we can listen well enough that their experience can be healed and transformed. So, a lot of it is about the power of simply listening and holding a space of compassion for people sharing their difficulties, their pain, their insights. A lot of that can be done without saying a word, just by staying in touch with your own breathing and making sure your own heart stays open.

So love people like the sun and the moon when they come to your Sanghas. Shine your light of mindfulness, your openheartedness and nonjudgmental nature on them. Love them like the earth that can receive what we have to give and heal it and transform it and give it back. Participate in the Dharma joy of loving people who come to you like the wind with the sense of freedom, movement, and non-clinging.

There is a frog at the door, inviting us to pay attention to the possibilities of life, to cherish the opportunity to embrace all beings, to keep the door of our hearts and minds open so that the morning light of healing and transformation can shine on our unrepeatable faces. We may then come to know our true identity perfect from the beginning of time, waiting for our inclusive embrace.

PERSONAL STORY

ELOISE DE LEON

 


I grew up in Anglo neighborhoods in Wichita, Kansas. My heritage is Mexican and Navajo. As a young child I didn’t know what this rich and beautiful heritage meant.

In fact, one day while playing with friends I momentarily forgot that I wasn’t white until I glanced in a mirror and saw how different I looked from them. Before that moment, I had felt different and sometimes gone to great lengths to try to fit in, but in the mirror I saw irrefutable evidence of that difference.

In college, I discovered the Chicano movement and began to understand the anger inside me. I claimed the constructed identity of “Chicana” and Aztlán as my homeland. In 1990, I embraced a community of Chicano artists as my tribe. Our Chicano images and experiences were exhibited, screened, performed, and sung, each one serving as a portal through which we could remember ourselves as a “raza” (people). One day a successful Chicana artist said to me, “You know, Eloise, ethnicity is a dead-end street.” Her words sounded like treason and shocked me into silence. But years later, I began to feel those words echo inside me when I felt trapped by the same anger that had initially fueled my Chicana identity.

Years later, I read a newspaper notice about the opening of Deer Park Monastery. When I saw Thich Nhat Hanh’s name, something registered in me. I didn’t know what to expect but went there right away. Upon my arrival, I felt completely at home and deeply recognized on a level I’d never before experienced. I visited the monastery frequently, enjoying the sweetness of Sangha as I anchored myself in Thich Nhat Hanh’s powerful teachings. The practice of mindfulness took root in me very, very slowly.

In interviewing people for the movie Colors of Compassion, I listened deeply and learned the Dharma in new ways and from different perspectives.  How surprising it was to find out just how many people have struggled with identity, discrimination, and displacement! I was not alone.

For me, one of the most important Buddhist teachings is the teaching of compassion. For years, the feeling of being lost from my tribe had triggered in me primal fears and a deep, deep grief. When I closed my eyes I could see images of the conquest of the Americas as if it had just happened yesterday. I felt in me a swirl of anger, fear, shock, confusion, betrayal, suspicion, grief, and despair. Over time and with focused attention, I began to see that my grief stemmed from memories of events that I’d never personally experienced. It was a relief to finally know what I had been holding inside me all of my life. I took refuge in the dharma and held myself with compassion. Eventually, I began to feel a release and then a growing sense of relief. I am here! I survived, and my ancestors are here with me!

Practicing mindfulness and listening to the Dharma continues to help me grow. Thinking back to the words of the Chicana artist, I now see that ethnicity appears to be a dead-end street because in and of it will not bring you freedom. I am proudly Chicana and Navajo. Now I know what many of my indigenous ancestors already knew, that my roots also extend to the center of the earth and beyond time and space. I am grateful to be here in this special moment.
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chapter vi

nothing has been lost

Sister Jewel

 


 


Mindfulness helps us to understand who we really are. When we can understand who we are, we know how to take good care of ourselves, how to not betray ourselves, and how to not mistreat our bodies and our minds. Many of us, may not have received these healthy messages growing up, or currently as adults, at our jobs, and in our society. We may have ingested messages that we’re not okay as we are, that we’re not beautiful, and that we are not worthy. These are also messages we receive as women, as gay people, as disabled people, as immigrants, or as nonnative English speakers. There are many ways we experience being told that we are not wanted, that we don’t fit. What is so beautiful about mindfulness is that we can give that acceptance, that kindness to ourselves. Because of our mindfulness, because of our awareness, we can choose communities, we can choose people, we can choose environments that nourish us. We can learn to create those environments for ourselves and for others. Mindfulness, I think, is really about love.




THE FLOWER SMILED TO ME 

When I first arrived in Plum Village, France, I had signed up for the  month-long summer retreat. As I was waiting in line to register, I began to hesitate, “Hmm, I don’t know about this place! Maybe just two weeks.” So I registered for just two weeks, but they turned into four or five months. I stayed so long because I experienced things I had never touched before. I was learning that each moment of my life was something precious, something worth paying attention to, because I am what’s happening in every moment, and I am worth my attention and my care.

When we did walking meditation, I learned to walk for the first time. I realized I had never walked before, really. I had always walked with my head and not with my feet. I had walked and not been in touch with the beauty around me. It was incredible just to walk. I couldn’t believe how much I had missed out on. I remember walking and feeling the earth talking to me, feeling the earth saying “Yes” to me each time my feet touched the earth, feeling the energy coming back into my feet from the earth. I remember feeling so in touch with what was happening in my body and so connected to what was happening around me, feeling alive in the simplest acts that I did every day. One day, as the community was doing walking meditation together, I saw a flower, and I was astonished. The flower was smiling at me. There was nothing between me and that flower—no thoughts, no judgments. The flower penetrated me completely, and I penetrated the flower completely.

I remember eating in a completely new way, too. Eating meditation allowed me to find so much joy and gratitude in the food. I felt I was a child of the food; that the food had come to me and was giving itself to nourish me. I felt happier than I had ever felt in my whole life, and I found myself around people who were happier than I knew most other people to be. I had met a teacher in whom I had complete trust.  As I listened to Thay, every cell in my body said, “This is my teacher. I have no doubts about this human being.”




MINDFULNESS IS OUR WHOLE LIFE 

One day Thay gave everyone in Plum Village an exercise. For a whole week he wanted us to pay attention to our practice of mindfulness whenever we used the bathroom, and then to write him a report at the end of the week. When using the toilet, I paid attention to what was happening to the foods that had come into me, become a part of me, and were now leaving my body. I thought to myself, “Gosh, how much of my own bodily waste have I contributed to this planet over my lifetime?” I tried to picture how much of it there is, and I wondered, “How many places am I on the planet? How much of me is out there?” A lot, if you think about it! It was so fun, it was so interesting to just pay attention, sitting on the toilet, and to see how urinating, defecating can be a meditation. The restroom is no less than a meditation hall. Thay was teaching us that mindfulness is everywhere, for every occasion, for everything we do. It’s not some otherworldly thing that’s sectioned off to just some part of our life. It is our whole life.

There are many practices, many wonderful ways that we can bring mindfulness into our everyday life. In Plum Village, we have very large retreats, and we wait until everyone is seated and for three sounds of the bell before we eat. At a large retreat, sometimes you have to wait quite awhile for everyone to be served before you start to eat. I began to use that time to benefit myself instead of feeling impatient. I would do a body scan, relaxing my body from my head to my feet. I would enjoy that time so much that it didn’t matter to me when the bell was invited for us to eat, because I would be very relaxed and very satisfied already.

It’s very important to be aware of what state we’re in when we eat and to know what we’re eating. One day I was quite upset, and it happened to be lunchtime. Everyone had started eating. But I realized I was not happy. I was not calm. I said to myself, “I can’t eat like this. I will do damage to my body if I eat like this.” So I sat with my eyes closed and I breathed and I held my pain. I said hello to my pain and I rocked it gently as I breathed. I began to calm and to feel my shoulders release and relax. The knot in my stomach released. I began to feel like a real human being again. When I was calm and I could smile a little bit, I started to eat and I enjoyed my food.

Thay says, “Don’t eat your worries; don’t eat your projects.” Just eat the food, let the food give you its teaching as you chew it. Feel the sunshine in the rice as you chew it, the rain, the worms that aerated the soil, the farmers who worked so hard to harvest the food, the truck drivers who brought it to the supermarket. We can be in touch with all of these things when we eat the food. Eating can be a kind of prayer, a very deep experience of connection, of interbeing.




A TREE OF MINDFULNESS 

Mindfulness is like a tree. The roots of the tree of mindfulness are how we take care of our breath, how we spend time to get to know our breath; how we take care of our steps, how we enjoy our steps; how we do anything in our daily life mindfully, like closing our car door. Some people take up a practice of opening and closing doors. For one week they pay attention to opening and closing each door as mindfully as they can. Whatever it is that we choose to pay attention to forms the roots of our mindfulness energy. Any time that we come back to our breath, that we come back to our steps, that we come back to our body, we strengthen the energy of mindfulness in us.

In the spring, trees produce beautiful, fragrant blossoms. The blossoms on the tree of mindfulness are our concentration. Concentration is staying with whatever we want to be mindful of. If we are enjoying a beautiful sunset, other thoughts might break in on us. We’re not with the sunset anymore because our thoughts have come and taken over. Concentration is the ability to be with the sunset, continually—or to keep bringing ourselves back to the sunset. It’s normal for our mind to go off. That’s why we call this “the practice,” because it’s the constant training to bring our mind back to the present moment.

Concentration is also our capacity to take care of our pain and our suffering. We recognize that it’s coming up, “Breathing in, I see I’m angry, I see I’m sad. Breathing out I’m holding my sadness, I’m holding my anger.” When embracing our suffering, our minds can easily get distracted, and we want to blame someone or we want to find a reason, or we feel guilty about what happened, or we plan how we’re not going to let this happen again. But in starting to plan or make projects, we’ve lost our mindfulness of that emotion, of that feeling. So concentration is about coming back and sticking with that feeling, staying with it, holding it, until it can calm, so that we can understand it and see it clearly.

After the blossoms have dropped off of our tree of mindfulness, concentration gives birth to insight, which is the delicious fruit that we enjoy in the summer and the fall. And insight nourishes us, just like mindfulness, just like concentration; they’re all connected. Insight liberates us from our suffering, from our worries.




NOTHING HAS BEEN LOST 

All of us have wounds. They are places we want to avoid, places that scare us, places we don’t want other people to see. They make us  uncomfortable, or make us want to turn away from ourselves. Maybe we could call them holes in our consciousness. Mindfulness helps us to go to these holes, and to take time to get to know them, to explore these holes.

When I was about one year old, my mother became mentally ill. This was a big source of suffering for me as I grew up. It was something I was ashamed of and wanted to hide. Yet it was very much at the core of my experience, and it affected how I related to people and how I saw myself. Mindfulness has helped me to be with this wound, to sit at the edge of this hole and look inside, to go inside the hole; to see how many of my beliefs about what happened, or who I am, or who my mother is, are true. Before I had the light of mindfulness, I just saw this hole in shadow. But going down this hole with mindfulness, I’ve seen many things.

Once in sitting meditation, I was looking deeply into this feeling of loss and grief, of being separated from my mother. I was examining that, and I realized that my mother had a mother, and my mother’s mother had a mother. While my mother might not have been able to be with me as much as she would have liked, as much as I would have liked, or in the way we both would have wanted while I was growing up, there are many ways in which I have been mothered. I saw that any of my ancestors that were able to take good care of her children have been my mother. I have many, many mothers inside of me, who are taking care of me all the time. I thought about my great-grandmother who I had the fortune to know—she lived to be 101. We got to spend quite a bit of time together. She was so tender, and so fun. She would go fishing in her late nineties, drink beer, wear jeans, and tell wonderful stories at the kitchen table. I could just feel how she held her own children, and how her mother had taken care of her. She loved her  mother very much, and told me how much her own mother had loved her parents. So as I meditated, I felt a flow of love from so many generations that is still there with me. I pictured and felt all of my ancestors, my many mothers, in a circle with me, supporting me and giving me their energy. I asked them, “Do you have any message, any teaching for me?” And they said, “We want you to spend more time with us.” That’s one reason we have an ancestors’ altar at every people of color retreat. Our ancestors want us to spend more time with them. They have so much wisdom to give us; they have so much love for us.

As I continue to practice with this wound, I also find much to be grateful for in my relationship with my own mother—just as it is, and just as it was. There is a richness and sweetness between us because of all we have been through. We can sit and talk about what it was like for both of us during those really hard times. I am full of curiosity about her youth, and she enjoys tracing over the contours of her life with me. I am always touched by how she does my laundry and folds it lovingly for me, even though I’m already grown up. And how she’ll fix a delicious meal and set the table just so. She loves telling me jokes, and I can’t resist her contagious laughter. As I heal, she also heals, and vice versa. Now we are able to share openly, and there is great acceptance and kindness. Nothing has been lost. Despite our difficult beginnings as a family, I’m very lucky to have the ease, stability, harmony, and closeness I now enjoy with my mom. More and more, I see that the suffering of my early life is the very stuff of my awakening, my joy, and my gratitude. Having to struggle as I grew up with the confusing and painful issues of belonging, of brokenness, brought me to the spiritual path and filled me with a deep longing for wholeness and healing in myself and in my family.

Mindfulness is helping me to sit at the edge of this hole, to go  inside of it, to dig, and to find a source of water. I now have the awareness of having had many mothers, of having deep within me what I always thought was missing. This insight has turned a hole into a well. And I continue to heal each day that I practice. Insight is a spring of refreshing water that heals us, that allows us to heal other people, to sit still and listen to other people, to listen to their pain, to listen to their joy, to help them transform their holes into wells, to have the courage to sit down in their places of suffering, because we have done it ourselves.




I BELONG TO ALL MY ANCESTORS 

Mindfulness has brought healing in my way of being in the world as a biracial person. Growing up with an African American mom and a European American dad, I felt from a young age that there were conflicting parts of me. The question of identity, of where do I belong, has been at the center of my searching most of my life.

I grew up in a large, Christian, residential community. It was not mainstream: we shared everything, we lived simply, and our many families came together out of a common desire to serve. The way I was raised definitely made me think outside of the box from an early age. In addition to my mom, there were some other African Americans in the community, as well as Latin Americans, Indians, and Asians, but the community was predominantly European American. The neighborhood surrounding us on the North Side of Chicago was very diverse.

When I was six or seven, I used to squeeze the bridge of my nose, hoping it would become thin like a white person’s. Somewhere I got the message that my nose was too flat. I also received a strong message from my grandparents, my dad’s parents, whom my brother and I only met when I was nine, because that was when my parents had divorced.  That was my grandparents’ condition for allowing my dad to come back to Houston to visit them. So their disapproval of our interracial family was pretty clear, and it stuck with me. They disowned my dad when he married my mom. They also had an African American maid, and when we showed up as biracial kids, it disturbed the underlying order of things. We related to her as a friend and equal, and I remember feeling uncomfortable and embarrassed that she was serving us. Fortunately, we had time to get to know our grandparents and really develop love and appreciation for each other, and my dad reconciled fully with them.

We also lived in Kenya for four years. It was refreshing to live outside of the United States, with its unique racial practices. To live in an African country and just feel and absorb in my body their culture and the ease with which people moved in their own bodies was wonderful. I would visit the homes of my Kenyan friends, and learn some of their native language and culture. We would dance. We would sing. Near the building where we lived, there were always women in their beautiful, colorful kangas, selling things in the market. Something deep in me was nourished.

I went back to Chicago for junior high, and was bussed to a racially diverse school on the South Side. I had Latina friends and Polish friends and Asian friends and Black friends. But being different racially wasn’t something we talked about or were really aware of, I think because we hadn’t gotten into dating yet. It all gets complicated when you wonder, “Who am I going to date?” Race just wasn’t on my mind so much at the time, and I didn’t see myself as a person of a certain race.

But when I started high school, we left the religious community I had lived in all my life and moved to Atlanta. Suddenly, I no longer had that cushion between myself and mainstream society. I lived in an all-black  neighborhood with my dad and his fiancée, who was also white. I felt quite lost and lonely in a house with just the three of us, and I was going to a mostly white school, with a small group of black students and some other minorities. That’s when it started to get really hard, because it was much less racially diverse than my experience in Chicago, and there was all this Southern history.

It was hard for me to feel accepted by the black kids at high school. I’d grown up in different parts of the world, but with mostly white people, so I didn’t talk like they did, I didn’t have the same mindset or family background. I could dance! I had always loved dancing, but in many ways I didn’t fit in with them. There were other biracial kids who were black and white, and it seemed to me that we all somehow had to prove that we were black. We all had to try really hard to be black. It was very painful.

My parents divorced when I was seven and after this my brother and I lived with my dad. I never lived with my mom’s side of the family, so I never lived with black people, never received the treasure of that culture. I was hungry for something that I felt was my inheritance, but that was also distant to me.

I started to read a lot of African American authors: Alex Haley, Alice Walker, Maya Angelou, Richard Wright, James Baldwin, Toni Morrison. Growing up, we listened to a lot of soul music, gospel and R&B: Mahalia Jackson, Chuck Berry, Fats Domino. This cultural connection to my history was speaking to me on a very deep level, and helping me make sense of things. When we were young, my dad took us on marches with Jesse Jackson trying to get out the vote, and to conventions celebrating the Civil Rights Movement. I grew up knowing some of the people my dad had been in the movement with. It was something very much alive in our family that we’d talk about.

In high school it became clear to me that I did belong to a certain color, and that was black. I wasn’t both. I took that on, and I said, “I have a white father, but I am black, because that’s what society says I am.” So I checked the “African American” box on official forms. But I knew that the box did not fully describe who I was. Most biracial people who are part African American emphasize their African American identity because of the history of our country—the old rule in the South that one drop of black blood makes you black. As biracial people we know we are definitely not white. When I was a teenager, there was no middle category. This is changing now.

When thinking about the things I like about myself or my ancestors, I used to feel more drawn to the African side because that’s the part that doesn’t get celebrated much in our society and that’s the part that was missing in my upbringing. In high school, I spent a year abroad as an exchange student in Brazil. I wanted to experience being in a society where the lines of racial discrimination were less rigidly drawn and where people interact with other races with a lot more humanity and ease. The African Diaspora became the focus of my academic interests. I started to learn capoeira, an Afro-Brazilian martial art. I did my senior thesis in college on it, and my Master’s thesis was on capoeira as emancipation education for African American young people.

I spent a lot of my time in communities of color; I tutored during the year and taught summer school with low-income kids of color, I learned African dance and hip hop. I needed to go out and make these connections. A major concern of mine as a teenager and young adult was to understand race and do whatever I could to change the suffering caused by racism that I experienced and witnessed around me in society.

Learning mindfulness practice helps me to make peace with and  honor my European American ancestry, too. I have not always been able to accept or feel connected with the white part of me—even though I was raised by my father most of my life and we have always been close. His courage, sacrifice, and commitment in the Civil Rights Movement had a huge impact on me and my deep aspiration to work for social change.

Through the practice of reconnecting with our ancestors and seeing that we are their continuation, I can understand and love my white ancestors more and see that I am also white. I can celebrate the beauty of both sides of my family. I belong to both, to all of them. I don’t have to choose. Now there’s more of a balance and I have a greater sense of wholeness.




OPENING ONE MORE DOOR 

When I came back to the U.S. after ordaining as a nun in France, I was surprised and sad to see so few people of color at our retreats. The intention all of us had in offering people of color retreats was to embrace people of color, to reach out specifically to them so that they could feel that the Sangha was their home, too. We were motivated by a deep wish to include and to help people feel at ease. It was to create a safe place, where the teaching was directed toward their experience.

The first night in the Dharma hall, when the monastics came to the front to chant and we looked out at the sea of faces of so many colors, I could have cried. It was so beautiful! I felt this incredible joy and glory in myself as a person of color. I had never been around that many people of color practicing mindfulness before. I saw that I personally also needed to have the experience of that retreat, I wasn’t just offering it to others.

We created a large ancestors’ altar. We had invited everyone to bring an object to put on the altar, connecting them to their ancestors. Someone brought a bag of rice, someone brought a book about slavery. Someone brought a T-shirt, with a picture of famous Native American chiefs that said, “Fighting Terrorism Since 1492: the Department of Homeland Security.” There was a necklace, a bag of seeds, a doll. People brought pictures of their families, their ancestors, a drum, poems. To begin the retreat, we each came up in procession to place our sacred objects on the altar. After this we practiced touching the earth to our ancestors, using the new version we had written for the occasion, with a special meditation to help us connect to each ethnic group in the U.S. This ancestor’s ceremony was profoundly healing and grounding for many of us (see page 227 for the text).

The last night we had a celebration with performances, and invited retreatants to share a song or poem, or to talk about what they had brought for the altar. It was a real highlight of the retreat. Each sharing was so rich, so funny, so inspiring. We were honoring and healing our blood family in the context of a spiritual family.

It was so important for people to hear that Thay understood where they were coming from. In the very first orientation talk he shared about his struggle for peace in Vietnam, his connection to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and his own experience of being discriminated against. Thay was saying, “I’ve been there. I’ve been through what you have experienced.” And people felt, “Ah! Okay. I’m not going to be preached to by someone who doesn’t know my reality. Here’s someone who has gone through what I’m going through and has reached a very beautiful place in spiritual life. So I don’t have to be stuck where I am.”




HEALING IS ABOUT ALL OF US 

When it comes to how the larger Sangha can practice with issues of diversity and healing around our identities, I think the main thing is just to be open and to not feel like we’re doing anything wrong by talking about it. When we bring up the idea of including more people of color in our Sangha, we can just be aware of whatever that touches off in ourselves. Because it might be something comfortable, it might be something uncomfortable. I think we have to be gentle with ourselves.

At one point I realized that we need to talk about racism or discrimination like Thay talks about our painful mental formations: it’s a crying baby, and we need to take care of it. We need everybody’s mindfulness and insight because we’ve been running from it for a long time; we have to be careful not to be violent with ourselves, with our language; we need to have compassion for ourselves. Our attitudes about racism and discrimination are a transmission, and we’re not wrong for receiving this transmission, whether we’re people of color or white people. This is something we’ve been given, and it’s mud; but it can become a lotus. We need to have a positive outlook.

In setting the context of how we talk about racism, Thay makes it clear that the base is our practice of compassion and understanding. Also, we need to have curiosity and inquiry, not to assume that we know everything. We’ve been indoctrinated since we were babies, so we need to have a sense of spaciousness around our perceptions, and to be open to changing. It’s important to look into ourselves and to say, “When did I start to have the notion of myself as a person of this color or that color, and how has that influenced me in my life? How do I act upon that in my life, in helpful and unhelpful ways?”

The history of racism in our society is so present, right under the surface, and it doesn’t take much for it to come up. There’s often not  much clarity about it. Our society really needs a spiritual perspective on this collective suffering. We need to apply the practice. We have to shine the light of mindfulness on this area of our lives, in addition to all the other areas. Doing it will bring a lot of benefit. For me this is all about transformation and liberation. It is not about complaining or blaming. And it’s collective—we have to heal all of us. We need to be clear that this is about healing all of us, and to be compassionate with ourselves, and to be willing to go where it’s not easy or comfortable.

When I think about how to continue to help people of color access the Dharma, and how to encourage European American practitioners to heal their own wounds around race, I picture retreats structured similar to a day-long workshop at Spirit Rock in which each person of color brings a white friend or ally, and each white person attending brings a person of color. That way the event is half people of color and half white. Part of the day they are in separate groups, and another part of the day together. It is not only important to continue to provide spaces of healing in the Dharma for people of color but also important to create spaces and conditions for everyone to look deeply into and heal issues of identity together, across all ethnic lines. Everyone is needed on this noble and difficult journey.




PEOPLE GET READY 

Being close with my family and embracing all the different histories and cultures in it, white and black, has helped me find peace. Mindfulness practice brings people first of all back to their family. If there are wounds, confusion, things that haven’t been worked out, that’s the first place we do the work. As I practice, I see, “Oh, this is a deep seed I didn’t recognize before.” Or, “Oh wow, I inherited that?” I also understand my family better, and I’m not so hard on myself. I see that I’ve  inherited things, both wonderful and difficult, and that I have a chance to transform the difficult things. I don’t blame so much. We’re all doing our best. The richness in my own family reminds me that we all have to touch our roots. Each of us has to go on a journey towards our home and touch the people who we come from. We have to embrace where we come from before we can transcend it. Doing this allows us to be more inclusive.

Before I became a nun, I had this deep need to serve and be part of a more positive manifestation of society. But I had so much suffering myself. I was confused. What should I do? Where should I put my energy? Daily monastic practice was a clear path. The practice is helping me to see how my own mind works and the many things that can trap me: desire for fame, recognition, jealousy, complexes. When I learn to look at these states clearly and work with them, I begin to suffer less and to have more peace, more joy in my everyday life. It is so clear to me that only when I do this work do I have anything valuable to offer other people, to create healing and change.

There’s a beautiful line from one of the sutras that says, “Once we have a path, we have nothing more to fear.” Having a path means we know what our life is about. We see that there’s suffering. We all see that. There are ways in which we suffer, that people around us suffer, that our society suffers. We need a path so that we don’t get sucked into it and drown in it, but also so that we don’t avoid it, deny it, or suppress it. The path of living in mindfulness, of taking refuge in a community of people who are going in the direction of understanding and compassion, is a way out of suffering.

Everybody can be a buddha, everybody has the capacity to be awake, everybody has the capacity to change the world, because we can each change our own mind. We can change our own way of relating to  situations. When we practice mindful breathing and mindful walking, our mind becomes tamed. When difficulties arise, we have a choice about how to respond to them. Thay says that a good practitioner is not someone who doesn’t suffer. A good practitioner is someone who knows how to handle their suffering. Suffering is the stuff of life. It’s always there, it’s always with us. But we have a choice in how we’re going to respond to it. Each of us has the capacity to be awakened and to live in an awakened way. Every time we’re mindful, we’re like the Buddha, we are a buddha. Thay says we’re part-time buddhas. But we’re working with that temp agency to help us go full-time!

Deciding to live our life in a certain way is like getting on a train. We’ve seen that the train is going in the direction we want to go in. We know if we get on that train, we’re going to get to the destination we want to go to. That’s what turning our life in the direction of practice and in the direction of understanding and compassion does. One of the ways we talk about it in Buddhism is “stream enterer.” You enter the stream and you let the stream carry you down to the ocean, which is where you want to go. It is the same idea as getting on a train. One of my favorite songs is Curtis Mayfield’s “People Get Ready,”People get ready, there’s a train a’ comin’. 
Don’t need no ticket, you just get on board. 
All you need is faith to hear the diesel comin’. 
Don’t need no ticket, you just get on board. 
All aboard, get on board!





So, I invite us all to get on board. To get on board the train of mindfulness, of peace, of compassion, to go where we really want to go. We all can get there, we all can get there.

PERSONAL STORIES

JOSEPH LAM

 


What does “people of color” really mean? We’re all people of color. It’s not the surface of our skin that matters. We all have blood coursing through this body, this temple. That unites us. We all come from the same source. We have the same mother, the Earth. We’re all related. So we could say we’re all people of color. It is out of our life experiences, our difficulties, our challenges, our suffering that compassion has grown and continues to grow. We are each a place or point of compassion, like a point of light. The “colors of compassion” are like a landscape painting, all the colors, the broad strokes of humanity—and not just humans, but all beings on this Earth.

Being together at the retreat in Deer Park also offers all of us the opportunity to be on this land, this sacred area, these mountains, and in such a beautiful setting. It gives us the opportunity to be in touch with the people, the ancestors of this land. The Kumeyaay, the Ipai people, at one time inhabited this whole valley and mountainous area. This is something that we can become aware of: all the people and generations that have walked on this land before us. We can establish a relationship with the Earth and with the people of this particular part of the Earth.

In society, and even in spiritual traditions, we don’t often recognize or acknowledge the people and spiritual traditions that live around us and are still thriving. We come into a place and hold our retreats or our spiritual practices and we may forget that there’s a whole culture, a whole spiritual tradition that has lived here and continues to live here that is very rich. It may not be so visible. But it’s important to honor that and to establish a connection.

The theme of our retreat is honoring our ancestors and our path, and we’re just one segment on that path, which is really a circle, a continuation of no beginning, no end. We all are part of the sacred hoop of life. The Native  American chants that I sing are an honoring to our ancestors, all the generations going back, and all the future generations still to come. A traditional prayer song from the Lakota tradition says, “Grandmother, Grandfather. This I remember. I remember them. Grandfather, Grandmother. These sacred ways that you’ve given us, these sacred teachings, these spiritual teachings, this way of life, and the gift of life itself, I remember you. I remember them.” It’s in gratitude to our ancestors, acknowledging them and living that connection. The ancestral altar that we created together on the first evening of the retreat gave us the opportunity to connect with all our ancestors: the indigenous ancestors, the African, the Asian, the Latino, the European, all traditions, all cultures.

The ancestry that nourishes me and gave me life is Chinese and Lakota. The Native spiritual teachings are very much alive in me. Every day I’m in contact with the interconnectedness of all life. There is a Lakota prayer, “Mitakuye Oyasin,” meaning “we’re all related” or “to our relations.” All life is interconnected. All life is interdependent.

 


 


IRENE OLIVER

 


I was a deputy sheriff for twenty-nine years and eight months. I had become disillusioned with the people we came into contact with on the job as well as the people I was working with. I was depressed, unhappy with life, and unhappy with the mean, unnecessary things that people do to each other. I could find no joy in life and nothing to make me happy.

I was at work one day and at about six o’clock I told the captain’s secretary, “I won’t be coming in tomorrow.” She said, “Oh, are you going to call in sick?” So I said “Yes.” For some reason, I just knew I couldn’t do that job anymore. Physically, I was becoming ill. My day consisted of going to work, going home, going to bed, getting up, going to work, going home, going to bed. Doing my job well was and is very important to me. I always excelled at  work and got excellent evaluations. No one at work was really aware of how much I was suffering or what I was feeling. But the time had come for me to leave. I would describe the suffering as being almost a disillusionment. I was looking for the good in life, the good in people. I felt, “There’s good in me, there’s kindness in me, why isn’t it in other people? Am I so different?” I wanted to see the good, and I just couldn’t see it.

Then I went to hear Thay give a public talk in Pasadena. I knew nothing about him, and I just went. When I walked in, the monks and nuns were on stage chanting. I started to cry, without knowing what they were chanting or what it was about. That’s something I had never done. After that, I started reading some of his books.

I’ve been very fortunate to have found a Sangha. I’m not a person who likes to join groups, so I went in tentatively. Once I shared with the Sangha that I couldn’t come as often as I would like. But then someone told me to remember that whether I was there or not, my Sangha was with me. It felt so good to know that! At fifty-four years old, I finally felt as though there were people who were caring about me and who were sending me love.

The Sangha is such an eclectic group. We have Vietnamese, Black, white, Jewish, and mixed people. Fortunately, most of us don’t know much of anything, so we’re learning together. I can actually say I’m happier in my life than I have ever been before. The happiness that I feel now is that I am learning to enjoy each and every moment that I live. Life has suffering, for sure. But now, I try to appreciate each moment, I look for the joy in each moment, and I’ve decided I deserve to be happy! I know now that I can be happy and that each and every moment has a possibility of being a happy moment.
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chapter vii

five colors of compassion

With mindfulness, we see that the way of life in our society is one of separation, fear, discrimination, and hatred, and we want to transform this. We want our civilization to be one of sisterhood and brotherhood, of compassion, a society that can open the way for the next generation. Sisterhood and brotherhood are powerful sources of energy that make us lucid and give us plenty of energy to help build our community and change the situation. We tend to think that anger is the only energy that can push us to take action. We may have been holding onto our anger and suffering for a long time, but it hasn’t helped us to do anything constructive. It’s time to release our anger, throw it into the flames, so we can have a new source of energy.

The Five Mindfulness Trainings are the most concrete way to practice mindfulness. They are the fruit of our practice of mindfulness, not something imposed on us by someone else. The Five Trainings can help us change and transform ourselves, and build our community. When we study the five trainings deeply, we see that each training is  a “color of compassion.”5 Each of the five trainings are compassions, practices of love and protection—protecting ourselves, our loved ones, and our society. Practicing one training deeply, we find that we are practicing all five.

We don’t need to be perfect in our practice of the trainings. The important thing is that we have a path to go on, a path of love, of brotherhood and sisterhood. As a Sangha, we can go together on that path and support each other. No one can be perfect in the practice of the trainings; they’re like the North Star. If you’re lost in the forest at night without a compass, you can look for the North Star so you know which way to go. Your purpose is to get out of the forest, not to arrive at the North Star. Having a direction to go is what we need. We’re no longer a victim of fear and uncertainty when we know we have a beautiful path to go on.

The Five Mindfulness Trainings are universal; their equivalent can be found in all spiritual traditions. The first mindfulness training is about protecting life and the environment, and decreasing the violence in ourselves, our family, and society. The second training is about the practice of social justice, generosity, not stealing, and not exploiting other living beings. The third training is the practice of responsible sexual behavior for the protection of individuals, couples, families, and children. The fourth training is the practice of deep listening and loving speech, to restore communication and reconciliation. The fifth training is the practice of mindful consumption, not bringing toxins into our body and mind, whether as edible food, sense impressions, or thoughts. The practice of mindful consumption is the practice of protecting ourselves, our family, our community, and our society.




The First Mindfulness Training: Reverence For Life 

Aware of the suffering caused by the destruction of life, I am committed to cultivating the insight of interbeing and compassion and learning ways to protect the lives of people, animals, plants, and minerals. I am determined not to kill, not to let others kill, and not to support any act of killing in the world, in my thinking, or in my way of life. Seeing that harmful actions arise from anger, fear, greed, and intolerance, which in turn come from dualistic and discriminative thinking, I will cultivate openness, nondiscrimination, and non-attachment to views in order to transform violence, fanaticism, and dogmatism in myself and in the world.

 


The first training is to nourish our compassion. Without compassion we can’t relate to other living beings. Compassion also benefits us, and makes us a happy person. Cultivating compassion is crucial. It brings well-being to us and to the world. We need to train ourselves so that our compassion can grow day by day.

In Vietnam during the war, there were times we couldn’t see any sign that the war would end. We were very close to despair. Day and night people were dying; the country was being destroyed by bombs and chemicals. I remember a time when a group of young people came to me and asked, “Thay, is there any hope the war will end soon?” In that moment, we couldn’t see any hope. The war had been going on and on for such a long time. When young people ask you a question like that, you need to breathe in and out several times. It’s important to keep their hope alive. After breathing in and out, I said, “The Buddha told us that things are impermanent. The war is also impermanent. It should end some time.”

The problem is: are we doing anything to help end the war, the violence? If we allow ourselves to be overwhelmed by feelings of anger  and despair, we won’t be able to help. We may even add fuel to the situation, increasing its intensity, making it last longer. So the question is whether we can be something for peace, do something for peace, right in the present moment. When you produce a thought of compassion, loving kindness, understanding—that is peace. When you do something to help victims of war and violence to suffer less, bring food to homeless or refugee children, that is an action that can relieve suffering and help end war and violence.

When you’re in a difficult situation it’s crucial to find a way to be peace, a way to do peace. Even if you can only do it in a very limited way, it will help you to survive and nourish hope. It’s very important that we don’t allow ourselves to be carried away by despair. We need to learn how to bring peace into our body and mind, and give rise to thoughts, words, and acts of compassion in our daily life. This can inspire many people, helping them not to drown in the ocean of despair. It shows them that the practice of the First Mindfulness Training is possible. And slowly we gain ground. If we have some peace within ourselves, in our way of thinking, speaking, and acting, we’ll be able to influence people and inspire them to go in the same direction, and slowly we can improve the situation. The main thing is not to allow ourselves to be overwhelmed by the feeling of despair. If we are lucid and peaceful enough, we’ll find ways to be and things to do that cultivate more compassion and help the violence to subside little by little.




The Second Mindfulness Training: True Happiness 

Aware of the suffering caused by exploitation, social injustice, stealing, and oppression, I am committed to practicing generosity in my thinking, speaking, and acting. I am determined not to steal and not to possess anything that should belong to others; and I will share my time, energy, and material  resources with those who are in need. I will practice looking deeply to see that the happiness and suffering of others are not separate from my own happiness and suffering; that true happiness is not possible without understanding and compassion; and that running after wealth, fame, power and sensual pleasures can bring much suffering and despair. I am aware that happiness depends on my mental attitude and not on external conditions, and that I can live happily in the present moment simply by remembering that I already have more than enough conditions to be happy. I am committed to practicing Right Livelihood so that I can help reduce the suffering of living beings on Earth and reverse the process of global warming.

 


The second mindfulness training is about generosity, not stealing, and not exploiting. Even though others may have exploited us, we don’t want to retaliate and act as they do, because we want to follow the path of compassion. Compassion is something we cultivate by looking deeply in order to understand the suffering inside and around us.

We don’t need to be rich to help people. In fact, many wealthy people spend all their time and energy making money in order to stay rich. They don’t have time to take care of themselves and their family; so how can they help other people? Having wealth is not necessarily a good condition for a spiritual life.

I don’t desire wealth. I can be very happy without money or power. Sometimes we think that when we’re poor we can’t do anything. That’s simply not true. We can help so many people. When we’re free, we can do so many things to help our people, our community. It’s possible to live simply and happily. When we transform ourselves into a bodhisattva, it gives us a lot of power—not the power of fame or wealth, but the kind of power that helps us to be free and bring relief to many people.

When we wanted to purchase the land of Deer Park Monastery in Southern California, we didn’t have a dollar. So how did we get the money to buy this land and set up a practice center? In the beginning, we organized retreats for young people in the area, many of whom were victims of violence. Many were from unhappy families, they couldn’t communicate with their parents. Every few years, we would come and offer retreats to help them transform and reconcile. Then one day, some people asked, “Why don’t you set up a practice center here so the young people can profit even more from the practice?” We asked how we could do it, and they said they would help. We began with no money at all. But we had our freedom, our capacity to live simply, and to communicate with compassion; so money was not the question. The question is: can you transform yourself into a bodhisattva, a great being, an enlightened being? If you practice, if you live according to the five trainings, you are already on the path of a bodhisattva. Every time I see someone receiving the five trainings, and making the vow to live accordingly, I’m very happy for that person and for myself. Because that person is going to be protected, and will have a lot of energy to transform herself, her family, and society. The Five Mindfulness Trainings are not something imposed on us by others; they’re not commandments; they’re pure mindfulness.




The Third Mindfulness Training: True Love 

Aware of the suffering caused by sexual misconduct, I am committed to cultivating responsibility and learning ways to protect the safety and integrity of individuals, couples, families, and society. Knowing that sexual desire is not love, and that sexual activity motivated by craving always harms myself as well as others, I am determined not to engage in sexual relations without true love and a deep, long-term commitment made known to my family and  friends. I will do everything in my power to protect children from sexual abuse and to prevent couples and families from being broken by sexual misconduct. Seeing that body and mind are one, I am committed to learning appropriate ways to take care of my sexual energy and cultivating loving kindness, compassion, joy, and inclusiveness—which are the four basic elements of true love—for my greater happiness and the greater happiness of others. Practicing true love, we know that we will continue beautifully into the future.

 


The Third Mindfulness Training is to be aware of the suffering caused by sexual misconduct. So many children suffer because of sexual abuse, and the lives of many couples have been destroyed by sexual misconduct. We make the decision, the commitment, to protect individuals, couples, and families from sexual misconduct. We vow to do our best to protect children, and not to let them become victims of sexual abuse. Together with other friends in the practice, we can sit down and find more effective ways to protect our family and our community.

Even if you’ve been the victim of sexual abuse, you can transform your pain. You can do this by becoming a bodhisattva and trying your best to protect people. You make the vow, the aspiration, to protect individuals, couples, families, and children from sexual misconduct and sexual abuse. When the energy of a bodhisattva is in you, your suffering from being sexually abused will begin to dissolve. You don’t have to bear this suffering forever. If you make the strong vow to be a bodhisattva, protecting children and others in many different ways—education, social services, and so on—that energy will dissolve the suffering in you, and you are free. Having a deep aspiration is very important. It gives you a lot of energy that is healing and transformative.

In the Buddhist tradition, we see that the body and the mind are  one; they’re not two separate entities. When you love someone, you express your respect and reverence for their body as well as for their mind, because body and mind are one. A loving relationship cannot be beautiful or long-lasting if the elements of reverence and respect aren’t there. When we love we have to respect the other person not only as a soul, but also as a body.

When we share with our beloved the things that are deep in our heart, it’s as if we’re sharing our body also. There are things deep in your heart that you don’t want to share with anyone but the closest person to you. You can only open your heart to that person, and share the secret zone that is very deep in you. When you love someone very deeply, then you’ll naturally want to share your deep suffering or deep hope with that person. But you don’t want to open your heart to anyone else, only to this person whom you trust the most. The same thing is true with your body. You don’t share your body with somebody you don’t trust completely. Keeping that insight in mind, we know what to do and what not to do. The coming together of two bodies can be very destructive. If there’s not deep mutual understanding and commitment, it will cause suffering later on. Mutual understanding needs to be deep and real in order for the coming together of two bodies to be beautiful and sacred. The sexual act can be very sacred, very holy, very beautiful. But that’s only possible when there is true understanding and true commitment. Otherwise you’ll ruin yourself and ruin your love. Please be very careful about this if you want your love to last and to be beautiful. Because once it is lost, it’s very difficult to bring it alive again. So mindfulness is needed. Love is very sacred, very spiritual. And the body can be spiritual also, like the mind and the heart.

The French writer Antoine de St. Exupery said that loving each other doesn’t mean looking at each other, but looking together in the  same direction. You have to share a spiritual path or your love will not last very long and you will not evolve on your path. As lovers, you need to be companions on the spiritual path, and many people will profit from your love. To love one person is a great opportunity to learn how to love everyone. If your love is going in a good direction, it becomes love without boundaries, without limit. In Buddhism the four elements of true love are: loving kindness, compassion, joy, and nondiscrimination (maitri, karuna, mudita, upeksha). They can be constantly developed, and there is no limit to their development. These four elements should be cultivated so your love can become all-embracing. Loving one person is an opportunity to enlarge your heart infinitely. To nourish your love and make it grow you need a spiritual path. And all of us will profit from your love.




The Fourth Mindfulness Training: Loving Speech and Deep Listening 

Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful speech and the inability to listen to others, I am committed to cultivating loving speech and compassionate listening in order to relieve suffering and to promote reconciliation and peace in myself and among other people, ethnic and religious groups, and nations. Knowing that words can create happiness or suffering, I am committed to speaking truthfully using words that inspire confidence, joy, and hope. When anger is manifesting in me, I am determined not to speak. I will practice mindful breathing and walking in order to recognize and to look deeply into my anger. I know that the roots of anger can be found in my wrong perceptions and lack of understanding of the suffering in myself and in the other person. I will speak and listen in a way that can help myself and the other person to transform suffering and see the way out of difficult situations. I am determined not to spread news that I do not know  to be certain and not to utter words that can cause division or discord. I will practice Right Diligence to nourish my capacity for understanding, love, joy, and inclusiveness, and gradually transform anger, violence, and fear that lie deep in my consciousness.

 


The practice of loving speech and compassionate listening is crucial to bringing about reconciliation and deep, true communication. In our relationships, we may still have wrong perceptions, and our beloved one may also have a lot of wrong perceptions. If we cannot communicate, we can’t help each other remove our wrong perceptions. When we use loving speech, we can better communicate our insight, our ideas to the other person. We can tell him, tell her, everything in our heart. The other person needs to understand us better, so we must use the kind of language that he or she can accept, language that has no blame, no accusation. We have the duty to tell him or tell her what is in our heart, but without judging or bitterness.

When we listen to the other person, we listen with compassion. One hour of listening in that way can bring a lot of relief to him or to her. There’s a bodhisattva called the Bodhisattva of Deep Listening, Avalokiteshvara. You may like to play the role of that bodhisattva with the person you love, saying, “Darling I know you still have a lot of pain in your heart. From time to time I have made you suffer, because I have not understood all your suffering and difficulties. It was not my intention to make you suffer, dear one, it’s just because of my ignorance. Would you like to help me, darling? Tell me what is in your heart.” Then you sit there, and play the role of the Bodhisattva of Deep Listening. You never interrupt or correct while the other person speaks. You tell yourself that you will have plenty of time later to help her, to help him correct his perception, but not now.

So you continue to listen with compassion. And during the time of listening, you may recognize your unskillfulness. If while listening you realize that you have wrong perceptions and that you have made mistakes, you should apologize as soon as your loved one has finished speaking. You may need two or three sessions to help the other person to empty his heart. Then one day when the atmosphere is very peaceful, you can share some information that will help him or her to correct one misperception. Don’t share too much information at one time or your loved one will not be able to receive it with an open heart.

Conflict resolution is not possible without the practice of deep listening and loving speech. Using these instruments, we restore communication. We help ourselves, we help the other person, to remove wrong perceptions, and harmony, happiness, will be possible again. There are those who are capable of using loving speech and deep listening in the political circle; people like Barack Obama. The war in Afghanistan can be ended with the practice of deep listening and loving speech. We don’t have to send more troops. The Taliban are human beings like us and they also love their country, their people, their nation. And we can talk to them. President Obama can invite them to the White House, invite them to dinner, and do walking meditation with them. He can share the difficulties that the U.S. faces and ask them to help, and offer to help in solving the problems of Afghanistan. They can also talk about global warming, the problems the planet is facing. Similarly, President Obama can go to Iran as a guest and stay a few weeks with the President of Iran. They can eat together, walk together, share together their suffering and difficulties, because President Obama has a lot of difficulties also. And as two human beings living on the earth they will understand each other and release a great deal of fear and anger.

We need our leaders to be together in this way, not just sitting over a table negotiating, but spending time together as co-practitioners, the way we do in Plum Village. We cook together, we walk together. Sharing in Dharma discussion, we let the other know about our suffering and difficulties, and we listen to their suffering and difficulties. I think peace conferences should be organized in that way. People come and spend a few weeks together, sharing together informally, and establishing real human relationships, understanding one other. Then peace negotiations will be successful.

With the practice of the fourth Mindfulness Training we can restore communication in our family and bring back happiness. With the practice of deep listening and loving speech we can bring warring parties together. I think spiritual leaders have to help political leaders in this respect. They have to work hand in hand. We need a lot of patience and compassion to solve the difficult situations in places like Iran, Afghanistan, and so on. We need our political leaders to practice this kind of spirituality. So the fourth Mindfulness Training is an excellent way to end the war. Ending the war is very important because we are pouring a lot of money, a lot of human lives into the war. This money would be much better used to reverse climate change, for things like subsidizing the companies that make renewable energy so that they can make it available at a competitive price.

We can begin by practicing mindful communication with those close to us in our family or community. Then when we speak to our larger community, people will listen, because we embody the path of love, compassion, and true community building. We have already done our own inner work and we practice what we preach, we embody mindfulness. With the practice of loving speech and deep listening we can convey our hope and our path to them.




The Fifth Mindfulness Training: Nourishment and Healing 

Aware of the suffering caused by unmindful consumption, I am committed to cultivating good health, both physical and mental, for myself, my family, and my society by practicing mindful eating, drinking, and consuming. I will practice looking deeply into how I consume the Four Kinds of Nutriments, namely edible foods, sense impressions, volition, and consciousness. I am determined not to gamble, or to use alcohol, drugs, or any other products which contain toxins, such as certain websites, electronic games, TV programs, films, magazines, books, and conversations. I will practice coming back to the present moment to be in touch with the refreshing, healing, and nourishing elements in me and around me, not letting regrets and sorrow drag me back into the past nor letting anxieties, fear, or craving pull me out of the present moment. I am determined not to try to cover up loneliness, anxiety, or other suffering by losing myself in consumption. I will contemplate interbeing and consume in a way that preserves peace, joy, and well-being in my body and consciousness, and in the collective body and consciousness of my family, my society, and the Earth.

 


The Fifth Mindfulness Training is the practice of mindful consumption. To rebuild our community, we need to practice mindful consumption. We can commit not to use alcohol or use drugs, not to ingest items that contain violence and craving, and refrain from consuming what’s not healthy for our body, mind, and consciousness. It’s important to talk to family members, including the very young ones, about this practice of protecting oneself, the family, and society. Our family can become an instrument of community building.

The Buddha said that nothing can survive without food. Our love and compassion can’t survive if we don’t feed them. If we don’t know how to nourish our love, our love may turn to hate. Our anger and  violence also can’t continue without being fed. In daily life, if we consume without mindfulness, we’ll continue to feed our anger, violence, and hate; and that makes us suffer. If we experience some depression, the Buddha advises us to look deeply into it to find the source of nutriment we are feeding it with. We must have lived in such a way, consumed news, conversations, magazines, and other items in such a way that has brought on our depression. Looking deeply into the nature and the making of our depression, we can identify its cause and the source of nutriment that’s feeding it. The Buddha said, “When you are able to see the source of nutriment that has brought something to be, you are already on the path of emancipation.” Just cut off that source of nutriment, and our depression will have to go in a number of weeks. We should not feed it anymore. Mindful consumption is crucial for self-protection and community building.

If our family is capable of practicing mindful consumption, we may like to invite another family to join us in practicing. There are people in the community who have the same concerns as we do, who don’t want to have so much shooting, killing, violence, and drugs in the community; they will agree with us on the importance of mindful consumption. The way we invite them into the practice is very important. We shouldn’t try to impose anything on them. We just speak about awareness of suffering and a possible way out of suffering. And that family will be ready to accept and to join us in the practice of mindful consumption. They know that their children consume a lot of violence, and therefore they become violent. So we discuss a strategy of consumption, so that every day we consume only what is good for our body and our consciousness. In this way, we become instruments for community building. Without our own family’s action, without the  other families who join you, there’s no way to change the environment, and change the community.

Trying to stop violence in our community just by saying or doing something is not enough. We have to first look deeply into the cause, the roots of violence in the way people consume. When they watch television, have a conversation or read magazines, they may ingest a lot of violence. And if they continue to do this every day, it will be very difficult for us to transform the violence. Mindful consumption is the first step. The second step is to make a peace agreement, to commit not to water the seeds of violence in each of us, and to commit to transform our violence and anger into peace and joy and love. Because violence and compassion are related, it’s like a flower and compost: they are both organic. An organic gardener does not throw away the garbage, she knows how to transform the garbage into the compost to nourish the flower. So our suffering, our anger, can be transformed into the kind of compost that will nourish our compassion.

With mindful consumption we can find a way out. Many companies want to get rich, so they will produce anything to make money, like films, music, books, and video games that are full of violence, which can destroy our children. But these producers don’t care; they only want to be rich. If we know how to boycott these kinds of products, they cannot continue. We boycott these items to protect ourselves and our family. There may be elders and others in the community who are determined that they and their children won’t watch those kind of films, read those books, listen to that music, or play those harmful video games. We have to come together and discuss a strategy of self-protection, mutual protection. We can become the hope of our community because we are capable of practicing mindful consumption.




CREATING SOCIAL CHANGE 

There are many people who passionately want to serve the cause of social justice. They have a lot of determination, a lot of goodwill. They come together, they analyze the situation, they draw up a plan, but after a few months or a year, they don’t agree with each other anymore, they fight with each other, and their organization disintegrates. This has happened again and again to many organizations because people do not practice; they don’t have good communication, there is not enough brotherhood and sisterhood. They don’t know how to listen to each other; they don’t know how to help each other. They get angry at each other easily, and soon they become divided. Goodwill, eagerness and determination to fight for social justice are not enough. There should be a spiritual dimension in our life of service. If we want to build our community we have to come together and practice together in order to bring a spiritual dimension into our own daily life and the life of our community; otherwise we can’t succeed.

Spirituality is not something separate from our daily life. If while drinking tea we are aware that we are there and the tea is there, and we have calm and joy while drinking tea, this is a spiritual act. If when we walk we realize that to be alive and to be walking on this beautiful planet is a great joy, and we touch the Kingdom of God or the Pure Land of the Buddha, every step we make is spiritual. When people say unkind things and we are able to smile and not get angry, that is spiritual. We have to nourish a spiritual dimension in our daily life, in the life of our family, in the life of our community. This spiritual dimension unites us and gives meaning to our life.

So peace, social justice, equality, should begin with us. We have to learn to deal with ourselves with compassion, we have learn how to be understanding with our parents, with our brothers and sisters in the  family before we can help another family to do the same. Although we may have a perfect analysis of the situation, and a very thorough plan of action, without this kind of training or practice, without a spiritual dimension, we can’t succeed.

I know many people are motivated by a desire to bring more peace, happiness, and reconciliation into their larger communities. But if they don’t have a Sangha, they will not succeed. When we build a Sangha that embodies the spirit of the Buddha’s teachings, we can get the best kind of insight. The Sangha can be the torch lighting the path of transformation and healing that leads to social change. Each monastic and each layperson in your beloved Sangha can become a social worker in the broadest sense. When we can help a person to see his path and to become motivated by the desire to transform and do good, then we are a social worker. When we help people taste the joy of the practice of peace, then we are doing social work. The spiritual realm and the social realm are not separated. Whatever we can do in the spiritual realm will deeply benefit the social realm.

Many people embrace Buddhism because they believe that Buddhism can offer a chance for social change and social justice. But it is the basic practice of daily mindfulness that will bring about real emancipation. Political action is not enough; social action is not enough. There has to be real, solid mindfulness practice along with it. Political and social change will be possible, will be much easier, when we have that foundation of spiritual practice.

When we have motivation and a clear direction, we can become very dynamic in our daily life. We can make our community into a dynamic community, because our community also has a deep desire for social change. Social justice can be obtained through the transformation of our collective consciousness, because consciousness is at the base  of all change. If we are not capable of changing ourselves, our way of thinking, our way of perceiving, if we’re not free from wrong perceptions, then no amount of action, no matter how direct, can give us the kind of change we want. All political actions, from protests to lobbying campaigns, will be meaningful only when they are born from our freedom, our compassion, our understanding.

I remember during the Vietnam war, we had so many things to worry about—the bombs were falling every day and people continued to die. My mind was concentrated only on how to help stop the war, stop the killing and all the suffering. I did not have time to get in touch with the wonders of life that are refreshing and healing. I was not getting enough nutrition, the kind of nutrition that I needed. So one day Sr. Chan Khong brought a basket of fresh herbs to go with our lunch, because normally in Vietnam at every meal we have fresh herbs. And I just marveled at them. I looked back and I realized that I had not had the time to think of things like fresh herbs, the things that represent the wonders of life.

This experience taught me that I should not be completely immersed in the work, getting drowned in it. I should have the time to live, to get in touch with the refreshing and healing elements in myself and around me in the world. So I was able to restore my balance just because of a simple plate of fresh herbs presented to me by Sr. Chan Khong.

Those of us who are activists always want very much to succeed in our attempt to help the world, but if we do not maintain balance between our work and our spiritual nutrition, our practice, we will not be able to go very far. This is why the practice of walking meditation, mindful breathing, getting in touch with the refreshing and healing elements in and around us is crucial for our survival. It will help us to continue for a long time.

We have both hell and paradise in us. Those whom we are trying to affect also have hell and paradise in them. So if we are capable of touching paradise and transforming hell in us, we will be able to help them touch the paradise and transform the hell in themselves. They are no longer our enemies, they are the people we want to help. But we have to help ourselves first. It is urgent that we go home to ourselves and to our community and begin practicing real mindful consumption and mindful breathing, so that we can heal our consciousness. In our Sangha, we practice every day to handle the suffering, both individual and collective, for our transformation and healing. This is the basic practice. If we succeed in transforming ourselves and our community, then social change will come about very easily. People will see that we embody the practice of nondiscrimination and compassion, and they will join us. We will have a lot of allies, people from all backgrounds and cultures who will stand with us and support us. The practice of the Five Mindfulness Trainings is crucial to bring about this kind of personal and collective transformation.

PERSONAL STORIES

AVA AVALOS THE FIRST MINDFULNESS TRAINING

 


I received the Mindfulness Trainings in 1999 and for many years would read the First Mindfulness Training and think, “ . . . at least I’ve got that one covered!” After all, I had been a vegetarian most of my life, had become a doctor, believed myself to be fighting “the good fight” socially, and even felt badly when I killed a mosquito. Looking back now, I realize how mistaken I was, primarily because I perceived that “Reverence for Life” took place somewhere—everywhere—other than within myself. My misunderstanding led to so much confusion and pain.

I was born into a first generation, working-class Mexican American family. Both of my parents were alcoholics. Despite this, they were loving people most of the time and did everything they could to provide for my sister and I to make sure we had a good education. My father used to tell us to learn business English so we could get good jobs and become secretaries. At my medical school graduation he sobbed. And my sister went on to become a professor of intercultural communication—we can laugh about all that now.

For many people of color in the U.S., the deep pain of displacement, alienation, and discrimination sets the stage for abuse and unconscious self-loathing. Although I didn’t drink or abuse drugs, the seeds of anger and self-hatred were passed on to me and nourished by society. It has only been through years and years of practice that I have finally been able to see that my own life, and the quality of my own life, truly mattered. My practice now centers on self-love, dissolving the seeds of self-violence, and cultivating the seeds of joy and peace.

Thay’s teachings and my practice have saved my life. For the past eight years, I have been working as an AIDS doctor in Botswana, Africa. So many  well-intentioned doctors journey long, and work themselves to death “helping others.” We are often the very worst example of health and well-being. I have learned that the First Mindfulness Training is first of all about protecting my own life. And now a good deal of my work focuses on helping other doctors and caretakers learn how to take better care of themselves. In Gaborone, the capital of Botswana, along with some other doctors, we founded the Tshedisa Institute to address the emotional and medical needs of healthcare workers. We provide counseling, mindfulness training, and creative arts therapy to those overworked and exhausted by the country’s HIV/AIDS epidemic.

With the practice, I have gone back to embrace my ancestors, with all their courage, spiciness, and celebration of life. Mexicans are sometimes referred to as people of the earth. Now I understand that we can all find great healing in the earth and its mud, to transform our suffering into beautiful lotuses, perfumed with self-acceptance and the protection of mindfulness.

 


 


TAJ JAMES

THE SECOND MINDFULNESS TRAINING

 


 


I grew up in Southern California but now live in Oakland. My father is African American, my mother is Italian and Norwegian. Growing up, I experienced a lot of discrimination because there weren’t many other people who looked like me in the places that I lived. I felt people’s wrong perceptions and fears, and they had a big influence on me. I suffered a lot because I didn’t understand why they were like that, and I didn’t know how to deal with my feelings. It was this painful experience growing up that guided me into social justice work.

As a kid I was bullied, and I had to decide how I was going to respond. I decided I didn’t want to become a bully, but I wasn’t really sure what to do with the feelings that came from being bullied. I didn’t know how to process  my pain and suffering when others were unkind or cruel. Out of that experience I decided I would try to change other people, to change the world and make it a safer place. So as a young person I became an activist and got involved in efforts to try to address racism in the schools that I went to, and deal with issues of poverty and how these issues affect young people, families, and children. I spent many years doing that.

I felt that I could take care of my suffering by taking care of other people’s suffering and protecting other people from being wounded by oppression. After many years of doing that, I looked around and realized that there was still great suffering in the world and there was still great suffering in my own heart, in my own life. I decided I had to try a different path, a different approach.

I work with young people, and the thing I like about it is that they’re very honest. If your clothes look funny, they’ll tell you; if they have an opinion that differs from yours, they’ll tell you; and if you’re not present and real with them, they’ll tell you. After trying to heal my suffering by helping others, at a certain point my suffering became so great that I wasn’t able to be present for the young people that I work with. I also began to notice that because I wasn’t present, I was causing great pain and suffering to people whom I loved and cared about deeply. I realized that instead of reducing the amount of suffering in the world, through my inattention to my own suffering I was bringing more suffering into the world. That realization was profoundly painful and liberating because I then had permission to care for myself in a way I hadn’t known how to do before.

I left the work I was doing and decided to search for medicine to help me to deal with the suffering that was in my heart. I discovered some books by Thay and spent three months in Plum Village, Thay’s monastery in France. Earlier, I had the idea that if I took care of myself, I would have to abandon my concern for social justice and abandon my commitment to alleviating the suffering of others. It was an idea that was keeping me from taking care of  myself. So when I discovered the Five Mindfulness Trainings and the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings, I was very joyful because I’d found a practice that was both about healing my own suffering and healing the suffering of the world—and a practice that realizes that those two things are interconnected and can’t be separated. When I read the mindfulness trainings, I knew I had found a path that could help me to first, care for my own suffering so I would have a capacity to provide support to others; and second, ensure that I am not causing more suffering in the world through my ignorance and through the suffering that has been transmitted to me from my ancestors.

The mindfulness trainings are powerful because they help us to become more aware of the seeds within ourselves, and to water those seeds that allow us to bring more joy and happiness into the world. The difficulty of practicing this for me is remembering to first take care of my own suffering. If I’m able to do that, then I’m more able to be of support to others. So the trainings help me deal with my own suffering, while still having a strong commitment to witnessing the suffering in the world.

 


 


CHINH NGUYEN

THE THIRD MINDFULNESS TRAINING

 


 


I was led back to my Buddhist roots by my Christian friends and lovers. Then when I started going to retreats with Thay, I was totally amazed by the teaching. However, it took me a whole year to get to the third mindfulness training. But then I realized that if I wait until I can have only right sexual conduct, I might wait for the rest of my life, so I might as well start now where I am. Part of my suffering and pain is the misconception in the general population of how lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people have sex. I internalized this and unconsciously believed that gay sex is sexual misconduct. That’s why I thought I could never take the Five Mindfulness Trainings.

But I realized that whatever is written in the Third Mindfulness Training was written with an open heart. If I breathe and am mindful, if I bring the Buddha with me when I’m having sex, then my inner wisdom will tell me what is right, and what is wrong, what I should do in that moment. The more I practice, the more I breathe.

 


 


VALERIE BROWN

THE FOURTH MINDFULNESS TRAINING

 


 


A few years ago I was doing a loving kindness meditation. There is a part where you’re supposed to think about people you don’t like and wish them well, extend friendship and love to them. My neighbors came to my mind and I thought, “Oh no, I can’t go there because I really hate these people. If it weren’t for them, my property value would probably be much higher.” I wasn’t about to offer metta, loving kindness, to them. I wasn’t about to offer forgiveness or anything pleasant to these people who I perceived to be just ill-bred.

Then, one day I was reading the Fourth Mindfulness Training and I looked at that last sentence about reconciling and resolving “all conflicts, however small.” I thought, “I guess that means I have to practice loving kindness with my neighbors.” So, I started, reluctantly at first.

I’m a yoga teacher. Every morning I would do yoga and I would do my loving kindness prayers. I would say only the Fourth Mindfulness Training, and I would focus on that last sentence: I am determined to make all efforts to reconcile and resolve all conflicts, however small. Thay says if you know just one mindfulness training and you practice it well, you’ve got them all. I started trying to understand the people next door.

For nearly a year every day, I kept doing metta, trying to understand these people I’d held a grudge against all this time. One day the thought  came to me that I should bring flowers to the mother who was seriously ill. I rebelled, but the thought persisted.

A few days later, I walked over to their house with this big bouquet of poinsettias; it was around Christmas time. I knocked on the door and the adult son opened it. I said, “Hi, these are for your mother. I hope she’s feeling better.” He grabbed the flowers and slammed the door in my face. I stood there and was overcome by the most extraordinary feeling of absolute joy.

At that moment, I knew I had transformed my feelings of hatred for my neighbors. It wasn’t about the outcome of my actions. I didn’t need for him or his parents to accept me or like me. I just needed to transform my feelings toward them. If they transformed their feelings toward me then that would be great, but that wasn’t the point. Either way, the Fourth Mindfulness Training worked.

As fate would have it, over time the neighbors did transform their feelings about me. We actually started talking and becoming friendly. This training is about living with real people and real situations. I’ve found it very practical and very useful in my daily life.

 


 


SISTER PEACE

THE FIFTH MINDFULNESS TRAINING

 


 


When I first encountered the practice, I had a dependence on TV. My work was in politics, and I thought it was important to be well-informed about local, national, and international news. Too often upon returning home from work, and even on days off, I would turn on the TV—it was a constant companion, almost a member of the family! And even though I watched shows that were wholesome—science, nature, classics—I still consumed a great deal of it. I was drawn in at the expense of all else. Sometimes I would stay up late into the evening and fall asleep in front of the tube, pulling myself  away in the early hours of the morning to get a few hours of proper sleep in bed. In addition to this, I read newspapers and magazines in print and online on a daily basis.

As a result of practicing the Five Mindfulness Trainings, and the fifth in particular, it soon dawned on me that I was not only consuming a lot of TV, I was being consumed by it! By this time I had attended a few retreats and traveled with Thay and the Sangha to Vietnam. So I had a good taste of how enjoyable and interesting my days could be without any TV, newspapers, or magazines. I relished every aspect of the daily practice I had learned with the Sangha, and so I looked there for inspiration on how to change my habit.

Thay teaches us that we can always “change the CD” when we are in the grips of unpleasant feelings or thinking, substituting healthy activities or thoughts for unhealthy ones. And that’s literally what I did. I began playing CDs of chanting by the monastic and lay practitioners of Plum Village. How lovely it was to replace the drone of the TV, newspapers, and magazines, with the energy of the Morning Chant, the Evening Chant, the Heart Sutra, and the beautiful, uplifting songs of Plum Village! I also began listening to them while driving, to reduce my consumption of radio. After doing this for a while, I felt more free and open and actually had more energy. And I was surprised by how easy it was to watch less and less TV. It simply didn’t satisfy me and make me feel good the way the chanting did. Listening to the chanting watered the seeds of calm, of stillness, and also helped me to get in touch with my creative side. For many years I’d wanted to relearn how to knit and crochet as I’d done as a child. For as long as I can remember, working with my hands was one of the most mindful activities I could engage in. For one stitch I breathe in, for another I breathe out. So my knitting is a meditation, and it became another way to change the CD and enjoy myself without TV.

The Fifth Mindfulness Training had still more to offer me. Arriving in Plum Village in June of 2006, I was at least thirty pounds overweight and  had resigned myself to this fact since being overweight ran in my family, as it does in many African American families. Even though I knew about mindful eating, was vegetarian, and did not consume alcohol, I still managed to eat in a way that maintained the extra weight.

In Plum Village the food is amazingly delicious, and vegetarian meals are served with love by the sisters and brothers three times a day. On occasion, certain dishes run out, but there is always enough to eat.

Hundreds of people visit Plum Village each month, especially in July during the Summer Retreat. It was during this time that I could engage in a real test of mindful eating. On the one hand, I would see all the delicious food on the serving tables, on the other, I’d see the two to three hundred people who would be joining me for the meal. I would immediately think, “Oh, there isn’t going to be enough for second helpings, so I’d better load up now!” Then the jockeying would begin in my head and actions, checking out and hovering around the serving tables right around meal time, even before all the food was put out. Finally, the bell would be invited and the early birds (of which I was one) fell in line like ants in a convoy. Now, despite all the food on display and the experience of not going hungry in Plum Village, when serving ourselves, the craving and fear that there wouldn’t be enough took over. So we would take more food than we needed, and this assured that there would not be enough for those behind us. My craving really pushed me; I felt I had to sample every dish on the table or I wouldn’t be happy.

Fortunately for me, I was able to spend a number of years in Plum Village and had the opportunity to practice the trainings every day. One day when the dinner bell was invited, the sound of the bell helped me stop, and instead of running to serve myself, I breathed deeply in mindfulness. The bell helped me to see my unmindful eating behavior, and I immediately resolved to transform it. My first insight was that I could eat less and survive quite well, so I began putting a little less food on my plate. Initially, I took about a third less, then in time a half less, and eventually I ended up reducing my  portions by two thirds! I also realized that I didn’t have to sample every dish that was offered. I had been around long enough to know that every dish appeared more than once, and if I missed it on Tuesday, I was sure to see it again in few days or weeks. I could then release the craving that led me to overfill my plate with some of everything.

The practice of mindful eating is a deep one, and I learned how to eat with the awareness that I was eating. I began connecting to what was on the plate, and to the community around me, with gratitude instead of all the thoughts in my head. In this way I ate a lot less anger, irritation, and other negative mental formations. I learned to eat more slowly, as we eat in silence without getting up for second helpings until the twenty-minute silent period had passed. After twenty minutes, it was rare that I wanted any more to eat. With practice and patience I was able to transform my eating habits. A natural progression of this was also an unexpected one—the transformation of my body. I lost forty pounds without even trying. I now feel very empowered knowing that if I could recognize and transform my habit energy of unmindful eating, I can pay more attention to other unskillful behaviors and transform them as well.







[image: 009]

chapter viii

all our relations

Every day, for five or ten or fifteen minutes, I stand in front of the altar of my parents and I say, “I am your continuation.” I look up at the photo of my mom and see clearly that her essential energy was vibrant and that she was a wonderful young woman flourishing and dealing gracefully with many responsibilities. I stand in front of her photo and visualize, “Oh, that young woman is alive in me.” I feel my mother’s skin on my skin, her heartbeat in my heart, how she loved, how she cared for the poor. I see my father, the talent he transmitted to us. I feel my grandparents alive in my body. When I stand at the altar for five or ten minutes, slowly, slowly, I feel so rich and powerful.

—Sister Chan Khong

 


Most of what makes us suffer is not going on in the present moment. Our suffering comes from our thinking about things that have happened in the past, either to us or to our ancestors. We think that the past is already gone, that we can’t go back to the past to heal and restore things. According to the teaching of the Buddha, the past is still here  with all of its pain and suffering. But if we know how to come home to the present moment and touch the present moment deeply, we can also touch the past, and we can heal the past. When we heal ourselves, we heal our ancestors. This is possible. My ancestors in me have suffered. I have also suffered. When I touch the present moment fully, I can heal myself and heal my ancestors including my parents, my grandparents, my brothers and sisters.

When we confirm that well-being is possible, right here, right now in the present moment, we confirm the Fourth Noble Truth and the practice of the Noble Eightfold Path. Sometimes there is an energy pushing us out of the here and now; we want to run. This is what we call the “habit energy” that has been transmitted by former generations, by all of our ancestors. We all have habitual ways of acting and responding. We know that if we’re pushed by our habit energy to say or do something, it will cause damage to our relationships; yet we still do and say things out of anger, fear, resentment, despair. Afterward, we feel regret, and we vow sincerely that we won’t act that way again. But the next time, we do exactly the same thing. Our knowledge can’t help us change our habit energy. Only the practice of mindfulness—recognizing, embracing, and transforming—can help. The practice of mindful breathing helps us recognize and take care of our habit energy as soon as it comes up. If we can embrace our habit energy with our energy of mindfulness, we are safe; we won’t make the same mistake again.

There was a twelve-year-old boy who used to come to Plum Village every summer with his younger sister, and they practiced mindfulness as children. The boy had difficulty with his father and he blamed his father. Every time he fell down and got hurt, his father would shout at him instead of coming to help him. The boy vowed that when he grew up, he would not be like his father. If he had a child and his child  fell down and got hurt, he wouldn’t shout at him. Instead he would go and help.

One day in Plum Village, the boy’s sister was playing with another little girl in a hammock. She fell out and cut her head, and it began to bleed. The boy became very angry, and he wanted to shout: “Stupid! How could you do something like that?!” But because he had been practicing mindfulness, he was able to refrain from shouting. Instead, he recognized that he was reacting exactly like his father. He hated this part of himself. Once he knew his sister was okay, he practiced slow walking meditation. While walking, he recognized that he was a continuation of his father and that this energy of anger had been transmitted by his father. If he didn’t practice, he was going to become exactly like his father, treating his own children in the same way. This is samsara, the cyclical continuation of suffering. Suddenly, he had the desire to go home and tell his father that he realized that he shared that same kind of energy, and he wanted to invite his father to practice with him.

When this intention was born in him, his anger and resentment toward his father began to dissolve. The boy saw himself as a victim of the transmission of his father’s habit energy, and he saw that his father was also a victim of this transmission, that his father may have received it from his own father. When he had this insight, his anger toward his father stopped. I think for a person of any age, this insight was a remarkable achievement. It is insight that transforms our afflictions. Mindfulness has the power of recognizing, embracing, looking deeply, and attaining the insight that transforms us and sets us free.

When the young man was liberated, the father in him was liberated, and the ancestors in him were liberated: he ended the cycle of suffering, the round of samsara. What the young man realized was that  he was not a victim of his father, he was a victim of habit energy, and his father was also a victim of habit energy. When we are able to transform ourselves, we are in a position to help the other person transform, the one who we believed to be our oppressor and the source of our suffering.




REPAIRING THE PAST 

Our parents have transmitted to us their happiness and joy, as well as their pain, suffering, and anguish. These are genetically present in every cell of our body. In the Buddhist teachings, our body and all the genes within it are the outcome of our actions and the actions of our ancestors. An orange tree produces orange leaves, blossoms, and fruit. We are like a tree. We produce thought, speech, and physical action. These are the three aspects of our karma. After our physical bodies are gone, our thoughts, speech, and actions continue us.

Suppose yesterday you produced an angry thought. That thought came from you and bears your signature; that thought is your continuation. But suppose today, after sitting and breathing, you realize that the thought you produced yesterday was not right thinking. You are now determined to produce the kind of thought that is full of compassion, understanding, and forgiveness. This thought also bears your signature. As soon as you have produced this thought, it will pursue the angry thought from yesterday and transform it. The Buddha teaches that because nothing is lost, you can repair the past. The thought you produced yesterday is your continuation. You do not want your continuation to be angry, you want it to be beautiful. You are capable of producing a beautiful thought today, and this has the capacity of catching the other thought and neutralizing it. It is also our continuation. When we speak  of reincarnation, rebirth, or continuation, we have to think in terms of thought, speech, and action. We continue always through our thought, speech and action. We don’t want to continue with suffering. We want to continue beautifully, with happiness.

As soon as you produce a thought, it will have an impact on your body, on your mind, and on the world. It will have an impact on your physical and mental health. A thought of compassion, understanding, nondiscrimination, and joy always helps our body and mind to heal. Thoughts and words of hatred, fear, and despair always have a harmful impact on our physical and mental health. Thoughts have the power to heal or to destroy. You can heal yourself just by producing thought and speech. Mindfulness helps us to recognize the kinds of thought, speech, and action we are producing.

Everything we do that is motivated by compassion and understanding will have a good impact on our physical and mental health. When the French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre said that man is the sum of his actions, “l’homme est la somme de ses actes,” he came very close to the teaching of the Buddha. When our thoughts, words, and actions go in the direction of loving kindness, compassion, understanding, and forgiveness, we can heal ourselves and our ancestors. These actions can also heal the world.

We practice not only for ourselves, but we practice for our parents, our ancestors, our Sangha, our society. The peace and happiness we attain are not for us only. It is for everyone. When we walk from one place to another, we walk in such a way that we can produce joy, peace and calm with every step. We do this for the whole world and not just for ourselves. If we want to serve the world, we have to have peace within ourselves first.




CREATING THE FUTURE 

We can distinguish between karma as cause (karma hetu) and karma as fruit (karma phala). Our thought, our speech, and our physical actions, both in the past and in the present, are karma cause. Our body, our mind, our health, and our environment, are the results of our karma cause. We call them karma fruit or retribution. The karma cause of the past—in terms of our thinking, speech, and action and that of our ancestors—has now manifested as you, the main retribution; and it has manifested as the environment in which you live, the secondary retribution. So there are two aspects of karma fruit: ourselves and our environment. The first is nature—our body and all we have inherited; the second is nurture—the environment we find ourselves in. Between the two is our fully conscious mind. Our mind spans both nature and nurture; we are born with our consciousness and our consciousness is also affected by the environment.

In Buddhist psychology, we speak of the many kinds of seeds in our store consciousness. In modern day science, we can speak in terms of genes that we have received from our ancestors, from our parents. Our ancestors continue on inside of us—in our DNA, in our habit energy, in our wisdom; we are their continuation. There are seeds that have been planted in us during the time of conception, and ones that were planted in us and watered when we were children. All of these seeds are our retribution. Our happiness and our suffering depends very much on which seeds have been nourished in us.

Both our minds and our environment are constantly watering the seeds that lie deep in our consciousness. For example, every one of us has a seed of anger inside. The seed of anger in us can be big or small depending on what we consume and what environment we are in. If we are exposed to a negative environment, the seed of anger in us  may be watered several times a day, and we will become much angrier now than we were five years ago. If we live in an environment full of violence, wrong perceptions, and provocation, the seed of anger in us is being watered every day by what we see and what we hear. People who live in a better environment also have a seed of anger, but it won’t have grown as much. The seed of anger in us is part of the genetic inheritance that we have received from our ancestors and parents. The seed can’t turn on and off by itself; it is triggered by the environment in which we find ourselves.

If the seeds of anger and sadness are small and they don’t have much chance to sprout and manifest, we don’t suffer much. Even if we have a seed of mental illness transmitted by our parents, if we are put in a good environment, that seed will not be touched and we will not become mentally ill. It is not the genes that decide everything. We are not victims of genetic determinism. We have the power, the free will to make decisions about our lives.

Unless we cultivate our mind, we will not have this freedom to make good decisions. A mind that is not cultivated will not help us much. If we don’t practice, if we don’t cultivate mindfulness, our mind will get lost in the past, in the future, in our projects, in fear, and in anger. With the practice of mindfulness, we can develop a fully conscious mind. This lucid mind has access to the store consciousness and also to the environment. The mind is aware of what is going on in us, and what is going on in the environment. With this fully aware consciousness, we can decide what genes to turn on or not turn on. The environment that we have built and the fully conscious mind are the two determining factors. When we bring the mind back to the body and become fully aware of what is going on inside us and around us, mindfulness will have access to nature and to nurture. With all of the  information available, we can decide which seeds to touch and which seeds not to touch. As a community, a Sangha, we can come together to find the best solution for our protection and our growth.




IMPORTANCE OF THE ENVIRONMENT 

In the circle of neuroscience, it is very clear that genes do not turn on by themselves; it is the environment that turns on the genes in us, whether it is a seed of depression, a seed of joy, or a seed of compassion. It is very important to look at our environment and see how we can live in a healthy environment, even if it means moving to another neighborhood and accepting a simpler lifestyle. This does not mean that we want to run away from our difficulties. One day when we are stronger and healthier, we may like to go back and help change things, but not now. Just like when someone is sick, she should stay in a safe and supportive environment where she can receive the care she needs to recover. Only when she is healthy and strong should she go back to her previous environment.

The Buddha taught about the importance of having a good environment, where we give our attention to positive, appropriate things. This appropriate attention is called yoniso manaskara in Sanskrit. In a good environment, whatever we see, hear or touch has the power to turn on the best things in us. For instance, the sound of the bell belongs to the environment, and this sound can touch off the seed of calm, the seed of going home to ourselves, the seed of mindfulness of breathing. The sound of the bell is an element that can help bring about yoniso manaskara. If you are an artist, you can decorate your home, your practice center, your town in such a way that whatever people see, hear, or touch will help to bring out the best things in them, to help turn on the good genes in them. This is the art of creating conditions for  appropriate, positive attention. If what we see, hear, or touch brings out the worst things in us, like fear and craving, that is ayoniso manaskara, inappropriate attention. Yoniso means appropriate and positive, and ayoniso means inappropriate, negative. Being aware of this is very important in the practice of community building. We don’t have to be rich and powerful, but we have to be mindful.

If our child comes home behaving rudely, violently, and with a lot of craving, we may want to shout at him and punish him. We hold him responsible, and we forget that it is actually his environment that is responsible for his misbehavior. Don’t blame your child. If the environment is negative, we have to remove our child right away. We have to move to another neighborhood or change schools. Even if it means taking a job that pays less money, or moving to a smaller house or apartment, we have to make this sacrifice. The environment is extremely important. If the environment is full of violence, hate and fear, then day by day we will ingest this and so will our child. We have to go home to ourselves first, in order to take care of the suffering inside, before we can engage ourselves in the task of changing the environment.

At the same time, we must be aware that we are always in the process of creating our environment with our thoughts, words, and actions. In this way, we contribute to creating our collective environment, our society. For example, suppose we have a political leader or a representative that we don’t trust very much. The fact is that our representative is our karma, we have elected him or her in one way or another. We can’t blame him, because our representative is us; that is the hard fact. Looking deeply, we see the deep relationship between us and our representative. We have lived our life in such a way that has brought our current representative to power. We cannot say that we are not responsible for our representative and government, because  they are the result of the collective karma of the whole country. Maybe we were busy and maybe we did not do our best in selecting the right person as our representative. With mindfulness, we can look at things in a new way. We should not blame, because we have contributed to our current situation. If society is full of violence and fear and hate, it is partly our collective karma. We have allowed things to become this way. With awakening, enlightenment, and mindfulness, we want to change things. When we change our environment, it’s much easier for others to change themselves.




THE FOUR NUTRIMENTS 

We have all received complexes—such as fear, anger, and violence—from our ancestors. If we nourish ourselves with mindful consumption and create a good environment, we don’t have to suffer because of those seeds. We are capable of planting and watering new seeds of understanding, connection, and joy. For these seeds to grow, we need to do three things: practice mindfulness, create an environment, and take in nourishment that will help these seeds to grow.

The Buddha talks about four kinds of nutriments: volition, consciousness, sense impressions, and edible food. A very important nutriment the Buddha talked about is volition, our deepest desire and what motivates our life. Without desire, we can’t continue to live. Your deepest desire may be wholesome or unwholesome. Siddhartha Gautama, who became a Buddha, was motivated by a very strong desire to transform himself and to help the world. It had been assumed that, like his father, he would be a king, a politician. But when Siddhartha observed his father, he saw that even with all of his power as king, his father was still helpless in the face of the misery, corruption, and difficulties that beset the country. With all his political power he couldn’t  do much. Politicians are very limited in their power to act, because inside them there are still the afflictions of fear, hatred, violence, and so on. Siddhartha didn’t care about becoming a king and having a lot of power. He left the palace to seek a path of transformation and healing. The desire was so strong in him that he was able to undergo many hardships. Finally, he succeeded in becoming an enlightened person with a lot of understanding and compassion. Mindful compassion doesn’t make us tired. It is only when we give too much without being conscious and mindful ourselves that we burn out. During his forty-five years of teaching, practicing, and helping people, the Buddha never burned out.

If our deepest desire is to have fame, wealth, or sensual pleasure, that kind of desire can bring us a lot of suffering. We have to look deeply into our deepest desire to find out whether it is wholesome or unwholesome. If we are motivated by the desire to transform ourselves and help our community to transform, to bring joy and hope into people’s lives, to help them live with the wisdom of nondiscrimination so that our community will be a powerful instrument for social change, then we have the best kind of volition, which will give us an infinite source of energy.

The second nutriment is consciousness. The Buddha said that everything comes from consciousness. When consciousness is cared for and wrong perceptions have been removed, consciousness becomes wisdom. Our consciousness—our way of thinking and feeling—determines everything. One way of thinking is represented in the Buddhist story of the bodhisattva Sadaparibhuta, who goes around telling everyone he meets, “I do not underestimate you. You are a Buddha-to-be.” That is his message, that everyone has Buddha nature.

We are influenced by the collective consciousness of the society  we live in. Perhaps we go to an art exhibition, and we feel that we don’t understand any of the paintings. They don’t look very beautiful to us, and we see that the price of the paintings is very high. But everyone is saying, “Oh, how beautiful, how beautiful!” We feel forced to believe that they are beautiful. That beauty is a fabrication of collective consciousness. When the collective consciousness is full of fear, anger, and craving, it becomes a powerful source of nutriment that can be very dangerous. With the insight of interbeing and the wisdom of nondiscrimination, you can change your own and others’ consciousness and create a collective awareness that contains understanding, compassion, and nondiscrimination.

The third nutriment is sensory impression. This is what comes into us through our eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and mind consciousness. When we read an article, we are consuming. An article can contain toxins like craving, violence, fear, discrimination, hatred. When we watch television, we’re consuming; and the TV program may be full of poisons. Watching something violent, the seeds of craving and violence grow stronger, and this is very dangerous. When we drive through the city, what we see and hear in the form of advertising are also items of consumption. Even when we don’t want to consume, we’re forced to when we see this kind of advertising. Conversations can also be highly toxic. What the other person says may be full of hatred or despair, and after an hour of listening, we feel paralyzed. We must post a sentry in front of each door of our senses and not allow the toxins to penetrate. This is the practice of mindful consumption.

The last nutriment is edible food. The Buddha urges us to consume only foods and drinks that bring about lightness, healing, nourishment in our body and in our mind. To eat mindfully helps us protect not only ourselves but also our planet.

PERSONAL STORIES

DR. ZENJU EARTHLYN MANUEL

 


Enchanted are the souls of Africans whose bloody feet cracked the seashells that lay beneath the sand on the seashores of my beginnings. I call for the healing of those feet in me and in those around me, breathing wind a million years old, left in the thicket of trees and foul marshes. Come, my ancestors, to the table where I eat rice that you have given me. Come feel the cotton clothes I wear because of the crops you harvested. Come let me kiss your hands that swelled long after sunset each day. If only all that you loved and lost came back from the heavens, back from beneath the sea.

Walking sacred land where you withered and rose again despite the horror, I give honor, thanking you for surviving my beginnings, for the world that shares in the abundance created by you. We must remember you stained the sand that washes beneath our feet, pushing us deeper into it, turning us into purple sand dunes in your honor.

I lost sight of home, the trees planted in my name, ceremonies, sight of waterfalls; and I have lost the smell of certain flowers and fruits. Rage stays a memory of you on this planet, a memory that will not pain us forever.

And now I’m finding home, close to the sacred earth your bones have settled, nestled close to each breath. I climbed the heavens and saw you there; your face alight from resting. Where the sea delivered you to this land is where you are, too. I move on in your honor, your stories unburied, your spirit alive in everything.

I go now speaking your names, finding home in the way I walk across the street. Being so close to home that one day, someone will yell out to me, “Hey, this is not Africa.” And I will respond, “It certainly isn’t.”

JON SALUNGA

 


My family immigrated to the U.S. from the Philippines when I was six. I grew up going to a neighborhood Catholic church and celebrated mass every Saturday for most of my life. In my family, it was expected that all of us would be Catholic. There was no question about it, no discussion, end of story. Religion in our family carried this authoritative quality.

When I began to explore outside of my Catholic heritage, outside of my Filipino heritage, and became curious about Buddhism and meditation, I had to struggle to craft a different kind of spiritual identity for myself. This got some attention from my family, especially my mother. A great deal of my early experience with the Dharma involved a sense of conflict between my religious and Filipino culture. I had to acknowledge that I experienced a depth to myself in meditation and mindfulness practice that I hadn’t experienced while going to church. I wanted to explore that more. This experience has ended up being more than I ever expected.

It helped that my exploration outside of Catholicism involved the familiarity of Asian culture. Knowing that Thay addressed social issues that I felt connected to and concerned about helped me to begin to tiptoe towards this thing called meditation, Buddhism.

One of the main similarities I see between Catholicism and Buddhism is how these two traditions express themselves through prayer. Growing up, my mother would wake up earlier than all of us and diligently begin her prayer session. Keeping things quiet during that time was part of our everyday life. It was part of who she was, and as a child, I thought to myself, “Yes, mothers are supposed to pray.” Looking back, I have come to deeply value my mother’s daily prayer. So when I saw this same quality of prayerfulness in Buddhist practice, it affirmed something and helped me appreciate this part of my family life.

 


Walking with My Father

Attending my first retreat, I was hoping for a feel good, relax, take me away, bliss and zone out experience—certainly not having to look at my relationship to my family members! I would’ve never thought that mindfulness and meditation would lead me to explore this part of my life.

Mindfulness and Thay’s teachings on ancestry were the most helpful for me in my relationship to my father and in reconnecting with my experience of his death when I was six. My father passed away before we immigrated to the United States. Arriving in the U.S., we had to dramatically reconfigure our lives in order to survive our transition here. One of the memories that was lost in this shuffle were stories of our homeland and stories of my father. With Thay’s teachings, I could finally heal the grief of my father’s passing twenty years earlier. Until then, I felt blocked in my relationship to him. It seemed that with his death, he was gone and that was that. There was very little talk about my father after our immigration to the United States. When I was younger, I didn’t know I longed to hear about him. But as I got older I realized that this part of my life felt empty, hollow because no one in my family spoke about him; he was absent, invisible. Though we would offer a mass every year at our local church to honor his death anniversary, I grew to accept that my father was in my past and no longer accessible. I did not have any guidance or practices for inviting the memory of my father into my life. It was such a relief to hear Thay say that we are our parents’ continuation. Slowly, I realized that my father was not gone completely, that he is still with me. Now I understand how even the simple act of breathing with full awareness can be offered up for the benefit of my father, my ancestors. Learning that we can sit and breathe for our family, take a slow mindful walk on behalf of our self and other family members, have an inner conversation with our ancestors—this kind of grounding, self-rooting wisdom was a revelation to me. I especially like being able to invite my father in me to do walking meditation. I feel a sense of comfort and ease that his presence is alive and well and that in my lifetime, I can honor him by living in a way that would make him proud.

 


The Journey of Decolonization

Coming to the United States was an experience of being uprooted, and of having to reestablish myself in a new culture and land, having to translate myself in a new language, to make decisions about who I am now. Though it’s talked about very little in my family and even in my culture, arriving to the United States involved a profound sense of cultural loss. The area of language is where I have felt it most. My mother wanted us to learn the English language quickly so that we would be successful in school, and I did so diligently. However, as a consequence there was never any awareness of the need to preserve our language heritage. Many years later, in my young adult years, I was taken off-guard when my mother would ask me to speak to her in our traditional language, asserting it was important for us to maintain our language.

When we arrived in the U.S., my mother’s professional training as an elementary school teacher in the Philippines was discounted and her qualifications deemed insufficient. So she worked as a teacher’s assistant for more than twenty years and had to take on an evening shift at a nearby convalescent hospital to make ends meet. Our outwardly, unquestioning acceptance of this surely affected my perception of myself, my family, and my community in a way that distorted my sense of self, individually and collectively.

In my elementary school years, I began to speak “white.” I heard other students arriving from the Philippines talking differently, and I did not want to be associated with them. I was buying into the notion that there was a much better culture that I needed to emulate, at the expense of my own culture. I believed that others were greater than, and I was less than—this is the subtle, penetrative work of colonialism, of racism. It was the insidious process of assimilation that happens without us even knowing that we are giving up parts of ourselves, distorting ourselves, prioritizing one form of knowing, of history, of culture, over another. I had bought into the message of my brokenness, my inferiority, my lack, my third world-ness, my second class-ness. Colonialism is really thorough.

The Dharma gave me a chance to see myself anew. It taught me that all of us have the seeds of awakening. I had never heard in school or church something that so quickly affirmed me and gave me back to myself. It gave me confidence to see myself differently, to see my community and culture and ancestry, my experience, from a lens of wholeness instead of deficit. The Dharma “flips the script.” It does not ask me to piece myself back together, bit by broken bit, but it challenges me to decide how much of my true self I want to experience. It is a dangerous practice for those of us who bought into the debilitating message of doubt—doubting our ancestors, doubting our language, doubting our lineage. “Test it out,” said the Buddha, “don’t take my word for it.” He’s challenging me to consider how much of my own awakening, of my own capacity I want to experience.

 


Seeing Ourselves Whole

I notice that there’s a hardness, a fierceness, a loudness, an edginess in how I and others assert ourselves. It might be because we hope to claim our power back by adopting the models of power that we’ve been oppressed by. Initially, I thought Thay’s softness was a sign of weakness. My doubting mind screamed out, “What’s this walking slow gonna do for me and my communities? What’s me eating and staying quiet supposed to do when I get home to my reality?” When the questions arose, I also had to consider why I was so affected by the softness, the gentleness, the silence and non-action of it all. It was a battle between my ideas and perceptions of power, and what in fact was happening to me, which was feeling disarmed and completely in awe of how the Sangha communicated and acted. I reacted to the softness so strongly because I needed a model of strength and power that wasn’t based on antagonism. I felt so exhausted by that. Thay talks about communities of resistance, but ones in which the strategies of that resistance are nonviolent, compassionate, and, at times, non-action, stopping, and silence.

The fact that Thay speaks about war and other larger social and historical forces, while singing songs and walking with his “sloooow ya roll”  stroll, was for me utter mastery! I’ve never seen an “argument” about these issues that sounded so soft and intimate. Knowing Thay’s history also helped me to receive his words and move past my distrust.

In the Tagalog language, balik means to “go back” and bayan means “town, home or country.” Balikbayan is a common expression of homecoming for diasporic Filipinos returning to the Philippine Islands. For me, coming to the Dharma was a kind of homecoming, a balikbayan.

The Dharma helps me release my need to be heard and recognized by the mainstream, my way of waiting for that acknowledgement. What happens if “they” don’t ever want to acknowledge, see, or hear us? Does our wholeness depend on their approval? It is helpful for me to sit with this fixation on recognition and look deeply into it.

The Dharma promotes mindfulness of color and culture, of ancestry, of going back and tracing our self to our roots. Ultimately, there needs to be more practitioners of color, more Dharma teachers of color, more of us entering the Dharma body and offering it back to our communities.6 Our communities have incredible culture-making power. The tendency has been to create an oppositional culture, and that’s been purposeful. But how do we rest and just be after that opposition? Where is our lineage, our home? We place the power outside of ourselves, going so far as to distrust our own meaning-making systems, or to have completely surrendered our ability to create meaning for ourselves, and to know what’s wholesome for us. Learning to trust—myself, my culture, my life—has been a big part of my path. We need to express ourselves creatively, because our culture-making allows us to see ourselves. The living Dharma is also a process of culture-making, of seeing ourselves whole, in whatever place, time, and historical moment we exist.  

Seeing people of color meditating is so healing for me! It’s like seeing ourselves anew, seeing ourselves alive and awake in ways that we don’t usually tend to see. At the people of color retreat, seeing all the different communities present, the ancestral altar with every retreatant’s special object placed on it, the merging of histories and cultures and spiritualities, I was seeing a new possibility. People showed up, paid with money and time to explore beyond the zones and areas we are so used to seeing. There was a sense of wonderment.

I think white folks would benefit from this ancestor-honoring practice, just as we have. To make race and culture, ancestry and collective history, or the invisibility of it, one of the inquiry points, one of the things to meditate and sit with, to look deeply into—maybe white people would benefit from that. They should have their own people of color retreat.

 


My Inner Classroom

While training to teach high school English, I used the practice to check in with myself, establishing an inner dialogue as a way of self-care. In teaching, there is an emphasis on good classroom management. I began to consider how my effectiveness as a teacher was closely connected to how I could manage my inner classroom. I began to develop an inner vocabulary, an inner curriculum, to cultivate mindfulness for my inner classroom. I would ask myself: what does my internal classroom look like?

Mindfulness helped me to survive those challenging first years of teaching. It buoyed me up with the simple act of consciously breathing in and breathing out as the bell rang and students were entering and leaving. As students took their seats in front of me, I asked myself “What seat am I on?” Mindfulness invited me to check inside myself to see what was going on in my at-times unruly, disorganized, chaotic, restless, agitated, exhausted inner classroom. I made concerted efforts to give myself quiet time, deliberate time to decompress, time to rest inside and out, to rest my mind, to practice doing nothing. Attending to my inner classroom helped me be more open, present,  and available to my students. I aspire to be clear and mindful enough to add my name to the roll call and be able to genuinely say, “Here . . . present!”
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chapter ix

together we are one

Mindfulness is something we have to experience for ourselves. No one can give it to us; we must touch it for ourselves. This is the living Dharma, the Dharma as a way of life that radiates peace, understanding, and compassion. The teaching of the Buddha is simple enough; and we can share with our friends in a way that anyone can easily understand. A few days of practice can already change a lot, because the living Dharma is effective right here and right now. A group of people who are dedicated to this practice can become a source of inspiration for many others. Thanks to our true practice, we can radiate the energy of gentleness, peace, and compassion, and others will feel it right away.

We can help those close to us touch the nobility that is within them and the seed of understanding and compassion that exists in everyone. When we talk to our loved ones, when we interact with them, there are ways that we can touch the seed of compassion, joy, and understanding in them.

These teachings and practices can be taken up by anyone, and they can bring transformation and healing right away. When we practice  being mindful together, the collective energy of mindfulness is much more powerful than when we practice alone, and it will penetrate each of us. We will be healed and nourished by the collective energy. We can generate the energy of mindfulness alone in our living room, but compared to the collective energy of mindfulness, it’s not much. So our coming together is a very important event. We allow ourselves to be held by the collective energy, allow it to embrace our afflictions, our pain, our sorrow.

If we try to consume mindfully by ourselves, we will surely fail. There are so many toxins out there, that we can’t help but see trouble and despair at every turn. In the face of all these negatives, your Sangha is your antidote. It’s a place people can come and feel safe. The work of Sangha building is to create a safe place where people can get a taste of the peace, joy, and community that come with practice. Our community should be organized in such a way that sane, healthy kinds of nutriments will be provided—not only edible food, sense impression food, and wholesome desire, but also a healthy collective consciousness. It’s very important that we seek a community and a neighborhood where people are thinking in terms of compassion and understanding, and that we create that kind of environment for our children.

Sangha is the Sanskrit word for community. I love the work of Sangha building. Building our community can bring us a lot of happiness. Sangha is our refuge. By taking refuge in the Sangha, we take refuge in the Buddha and the Dharma. We feel safe. We know that with awakening, things are going to change very quickly. Buddhism is a path of awakening. Buddh means to wake up. Buddha means someone who has woken up. Sangha is a community that practices awakening. The Buddha is not a god. The Buddha is us. When we are mindful, when we are concentrated, when we practice awakening, we are the  Buddha, and our Sangha is the Buddha. If we can touch that truth, we are no longer victims of despair. Despair is the worst thing that can happen to us. Awakening is our hope, and awakening is possible.

The solution is a Sangha. A true Sangha always carries within it the true Dharma and the true Buddha. The Buddha is someone inhabited by the energy of mindfulness, concentration, insight, compassion, and understanding, and we know that every one of us has these seeds in us. If we allow these seeds to be watered, then the Buddha is in us, the Buddha is us. When we touch the Buddha in ourselves, when we become the Dharma and embody the teachings, we won’t hate anymore. We will no longer consider ourselves victims. We’re happy because we no longer have enemies. We see people who suffer, and we would like to help them, not punish them. This kind of aspiration can be born in everyone, and when it is born in us, we don’t suffer anymore. Our lives will be transformed, and we will transform the lives of others. This is what I call the living Dharma. The living Dharma is the way out. The living Dharma is the ground, the foundation on which we can rebuild our lives and our communities and help others, even those who discriminate against us.

The Buddha was an excellent Sangha builder. He knew that he could not do much alone, so after enlightenment he immediately created a Sangha. He found his five co-practitioners in Benares and started to practice together in the Deer Park. In just one year, the community grew to 1,250 members! At first, his community was made up of monks. Later nuns, and laypeople also joined the Sangha. He had a fourfold Sangha of monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen, and it has continued until this day. Alone, the Buddha would not have been able to do what he did. Only because he invested so much time and work in Sangha building was he able to help so many people. Thanks to his  Sangha, he had the energy and motivation to help all kinds of people: kings, government ministers, farmers, businessmen, scavengers, and outcastes. As the continuation of the Buddha, we should learn the art of Sangha building.

We are the noble and beloved Sangha of the Buddha. If we practice mindfulness, concentration, and insight, we bring the element of nobility into our daily life. That is why the Sangha is called a Noble Sangha, not because the members are of noble birth but because of their noble work and way of life.

The practice of the Dharma is a collective practice. The practice of the Dharma is to help ourselves and people around us to wake up to the fact that we have a beautiful planet filled with beautiful people and that we are not protecting the planet or the people on it at all. This is why enlightenment is very important. Every one of us has the seed of enlightenment in us. And we can be hopeful—because if people wake up, social change will not take much time at all. With collective awakening, things can go very quickly. This is why everything we do should aim at helping to bring about collective awakening.

There are things we can do to improve the quality of our Sangha. We can improve our Sangha by practicing well. When we practice mindful breathing well, mindful walking well, loving speech and deep listening well, we bring more harmony to our community. There will be more mutual understanding, more true practice, and the Sangha will become a refuge for many people. In the beginning, there may be some difficulties, but if we are good practitioners, we will be able to resolve them. A true Sangha contains the true Dharma and the true Buddha, and our Sangha will only be a true Sangha if we really practice.

We should be patient with our Sangha. If it is not as beautiful as we wish, our task is to help our Sangha advance on the path of practice. If  we live as a couple, our partner may become an element of the Sangha. If we have children, they become elements of our Sangha. We begin with the people close to us.

We must remember that the practice can be done at every moment of our daily life. When we go to sleep, we may like to lie down on our bed, and practice deep relaxation for a few moments. We enjoy breathing in and out and release the tension in our body, our mind. In the morning when we brush our teeth, we brush them in mindfulness. We enjoy the time of brushing our teeth. We smile to ourselves in the mirror. When we cook our breakfast, we do it in mindfulness. We enjoy every moment of breakfast making. It is an opportunity to celebrate life. We can do it alone or with our partner or our child, just celebrating the morning by making breakfast into a practice. Every moment of your daily life can be a moment of celebrating life; it depends on you. You have the talent to organize things so that life becomes a festival.




THE SANGHA IS THE MASTERPIECE OF THE BUDDHA 

The Buddha had a friend and disciple, King Prasenajit, in the kingdom of Kosala, north of the Ganges River. King Prasenajit was of the same age as the Buddha. Both of them died at the age of eighty. Toward the end of his life, the king imitated the Buddha. He saw the Buddha traveling around; the Buddha did not stay in one place. He enjoyed walking around many countries with the community of monks and nuns. The king thought that he should do the same, so he abdicated the throne to his son, Prince Jeta, and he traveled around like Buddha, with a number of his attendants. One day, the king and the Buddha met in the north of the country. The conversation that they had was recorded in a sutra called Dhammacetiya Sutta (Monuments to the Dharma, Majjhima Nikaya 89).

The king said, “Dear Teacher, every time I see your community, I have great faith in you. Just to see the monks and nuns moving around with such peace, solidity, and joy gives me great confidence in you.” When I read that sentence in the sutra, I realized that the king wasn’t just watching the Buddha, he was also observing the Sangha. When he looked at the Sangha, he saw even more qualities of the Buddha. This is because the Sangha is the work of the Buddha. The Sangha is the masterpiece of the Buddha.

Without the Sangha the Buddha could not realize his dream to relieve the world of suffering. It is a noble dream that we as practitioners, we as bodhisattvas dream also. We want to do something to relieve the world of suffering, so we join in the career of the Buddha. To succeed, we also need a Sangha. For those of us who have been practicing for ten or twenty or thirty years, we know very well that without a Sangha, we cannot go far. If you are a musician, you know you can’t do much without a musical instrument. The same is true with the Buddha. His instrument was the Sangha, and even a great teacher like him couldn’t do much without a Sangha.

The Sangha of monks and nuns are a small minority, but they do not suffer because of that. They do things very differently from people in society. They shave their heads. They eat and dress very simply. They have no personal bank account, private car, or other property. This gives them plenty of time to build brotherhood and sisterhood, to restore their freedom and their joy, and to cultivate spiritual beauty. Society needs that. Being a small minority does not mean we cannot do things. Everything depends on our way of building our community. Our community may become a masterpiece, a wonderful instrument of peace and hope for everyone.




BUDDHAHOOD IS SISTERHOOD AND BROTHERHOOD 

When we look into our body, we see that it is made of cells. Our body is not an individual, is not a self. Our body is a community of cells. No cell in our body plays the role of boss or director. Since we’re an organism, there are many kinds of cells taking care of many different kinds of tasks. The liver cells live as liver cells, and they give birth to new liver cells. The blood cells live the life of blood cells. The brain cells, the neurons, they play the role of a brain cell. Every cell is equally important. Our brain and our nervous system have the duty to be aware of what is going on inside of us and around us, so that the community of cells can make the right decision about the kind of behavior we should adopt to protect ourselves and allow ourselves to grow. This is done by all of the cells together. Communication between cells happens every moment. Every cell in our body is intelligent. Every cell has the capacity to receive information and make decisions about how to adapt, grow, and protect itself.

New discoveries in biology and neuroscience have confirmed the Buddha’s teaching on nonself. Our neurons continuously transmit information to each other, several times a second. When needed, they form a coalition in order to make a decision, and they transmit that decision, that awareness to the whole body. There is no president, no boss, no director at all. As we look deeply into each cell of our body, we find out that none of the cells have any complex at all—no complex of superiority, no complex of inferiority, even no complex of equality; there is no discrimination. It is the wisdom of nondiscrimination that makes peace and well-being possible.

Each of us is like a cell in the organism of the larger Sangha. A few brothers play the role of the cells that make sure the sound system is good for everyone. A few sisters take care of the lights so that we can  see each other. Others take care of the ventilation in the meditation hall so that we have enough air to breathe inside. Every one of us is practicing breathing in and out in order to bring our mind back to our body so that we can be present for the community. There is harmony; there is the awareness that we’re not separate individuals, but cells of the same organism. When we walk, we walk as one. When we sit, we sit as one. We move along as a river, as an organism. Harmony is possible. Peace is possible with the awareness that we are all cells of the same body. We join our wisdom and experience, and together we make the best decision that ensures our safety and growth.

The Sangha is the boat that helps us to stay afloat and to cross over the river of suffering. We allow ourselves to be transported by the Sangha, by the collective energy of mindfulness. While eating, we enjoy the time of being with the Sangha. We smile to our brother and sister who practice with us. We allow ourselves to be nourished by the collective energy of the Sangha. In every moment of our daily life, mindfulness helps us to be in the here and the now. The true practice is to allow every moment of our daily life to be a joyful moment. This is possible, thanks to the power of mindfulness and concentration generated by us and by our Sangha.

The purpose of the practice is to build brotherhood and sisterhood for our nourishment and healing. Buddhahood cannot be attained without brotherhood and sisterhood. In fact, Buddhahood is  sisterhood, is brotherhood. We should have enough insight to be able to build sisterhood and brotherhood. We need the insight of interbeing, the insight of no self, the insight of impermanence. Of course, we need energy in order to do the work. This energy should be the energy of mindfulness, of brotherhood, of compassion, not anger and resentment. Some of our  retreats have been titled Colors of Compassion because we know that we have to develop our compassion—it is the only way. If we spend our time on Earth with the intention to promote Buddhahood, to promote compassion and understanding in the world, our life will be very beautiful and meaningful.




THE BELOVED COMMUNITY 

On June 1, 1965, I wrote a letter to Martin Luther King, Jr. to tell him about the suffering in Vietnam and the struggle we were leading for human rights and peace. In the letter, I explained to him why we had immolated ourselves: “This is not an act of suicide, this is an act of love.” We wanted to transmit a message, but because we had no other way to express ourselves, we had to immolate ourselves to get our message across. The suffering of the monk who immolated himself to get his message of love and compassion across, is of the same nature as Jesus Christ dying on the cross. He died with no hate, no anger, but only with compassion—leaving behind a call for peace, for brotherhood.

Exactly one year later, on June 1, 1966, I met Martin Luther King, Jr. in Chicago. We had tea together and talked a lot about the future of the world. Dr. King spoke of Sangha as a Beloved Community. We discussed how we could spread the ideas of truth and right thinking, how we could practice right speech to educate people about peace, human rights, and social justice. Practicing right speech, right action, and right thinking, we worked hard to change the way the people in the world were thinking.

After we had tea, we had a press conference, and Dr. King spoke against the Vietnam War. I told the press that his activities for human and civil rights complimented perfectly our efforts in Vietnam to stop  the killing and bring peace to the land. This is the day we began to combine our efforts: working for peace in Vietnam and fighting for civil rights in America.

Without the Sangha, we cannot do much. We have no place to take refuge. We have no support. The Sangha is a source of inspiration and protection. Martin Luther King, Jr. built his Sangha in his own way, and I have built my Sangha in my own way. But we were both sowing the seeds of peace, nonviolence, human rights, and togetherness.

Two years later I met him in Geneva, Switzerland, at a conference called Pacem in Terris, or Peace on Earth, organized by the World Council of Churches. He had a room on the eleventh floor; I was on the fourth floor. He invited me to breakfast. I was late because I had to meet journalists, but he waited for me and kept our breakfast warm. I told him: “Martin, in Vietnam, we speak of you as a bodhisattva. What you have been doing is the work of a bodhisattva, an enlightened being trying to awaken other living beings and help them go in the direction of compassion and understanding.” He didn’t say anything, but I could see he was very moved. I am glad I had the chance to tell him, because a few months later he was assassinated in Memphis.

When he was shot, I was in New York City, sick with the flu. I was in despair, but I knew our efforts to end the war in Vietnam were also planting the seeds of the Beloved Community. Now as I look back, I see that the seeds we have been planting are not lost. They have begun to sprout and to come up. The Beloved Community is here. You can recognize it as a Sangha, although it may not be a Buddhist name.

The seeds of peace and nonviolence that we began planting more than forty years ago have started to sprout everywhere. All over America, Europe, Africa, and Asia, we worked to sow the seeds of brotherhood and sisterhood, human rights, and social justice. Barack Obama is the  blossoming of our work, but Obama is not the only flower to blossom. There are many others like him who also have manifested to realize the Beloved Community. This is a consciousness that has been growing for many years, a consciousness and a community that can support Beloved Communities all over the world.

When Barack Obama manifested, I regretted that Martin Luther King, Jr. was no longer alive to witness the fruit of our efforts. But I realized that we are the continuation of Martin Luther King, Jr. and we can see with his eyes. He’s happy, because he knows that all of his great work building the Beloved Community has borne precious fruit.

Our task is to preserve the Sangha, to open the way for the world because within the Sangha is the Buddha and the Dharma. The Buddha is understanding and enlightenment. The Dharma is the path of understanding and love. We can lend a hand in building and strengthening the Sangha because it is our hope. When I see the Sangha manifest, I feel so happy. I don’t want to say anything! I just like to sit down and feel that my Sangha is there. Perhaps when our Sanghas gather before an activity like a Dharma talk, you may like to sit quietly for some time to realize that we still have each other as a Sangha; we still have hope. And that is a great happiness.

We want to make the path of the Buddha shine so that people can see that this is a healing and transformative path for humanity in the twenty-first century. We are climbing the hill of the twenty-first century as a Sangha, not as individuals. The support of the whole Sangha protects us and our practice and helps us to live in a way that creates harmony in both our individual and collective lives.




BODHICITTA 

When we are able to build our Sangha, to find our true home, and our  true name, and awaken to the wisdom of nondiscrimination, the energy of bodhicitta comes alive within us. Bodhicitta is a Sanskrit word that means the mind of love, the mind of awakening. Bodhi is awakening. Citta is mind. Bodhicitta is the deep desire to live our lives beautifully, and to be a light for others to also live beautifully. We are aware of all our ancestors practicing with us. We know we are connected to all living things. With this awareness, our suffering does not overwhelm us. Instead, it gives us more compassion for others. Every single time we are mindful, we are a buddha. In fact, everyone can be a buddha . . . at least for a few minutes! When we are fresh, when we are loving, when we are not angry, when we can smile, we are very much like a buddha. Right now, most of us are part-time buddhas, but it is possible for us to learn to become a full-time buddha. It means that we can be happy all day long, because the elements of freshness, calm, and love make us happy. To practice meditation is to bring more freshness, calm, joy and love into us. In the past, there were times when we were like that, very close to being a buddha. We can always be a he-buddha or a shebuddha—solid, smiling, no anger, no jealousy. The first thing that the Buddha said when he attained enlightenment, “How strange! Everyone has Buddha nature in them but they don’t know it.” Recognizing the fact that everyone has Buddha nature makes us feel much better and gives us hope for the future. The real practice, the true practice is to allow every moment of our daily life to be a joyful moment. This is possible thanks to our Buddha nature, the power of mindfulness and concentration generated by each of us, and generated by our Sangha.

The purpose of Zen is to look deeply in order to realize our true nature, our nature of no birth and no death, of no coming and no going, of no being and no nonbeing, of no sameness and no otherness. When we are capable of removing all these notions, we touch our true  nature, and we touch non-fear. Non-fear is the ground of peace. It is the ground of true happiness.

Nirvana is the removal of all notions, the silencing of all notions, including the notions of birth and death, coming and going. We don’t have to run after or search for nirvana, because from the very beginning, we have been nirvanized. Nirvana is us. If you are looking for God, you should not think that God is outside of you. God is not the Other. The nature of God is neither the sameness nor otherness. Nirvana is our true nature. This is why in Buddhism, we speak of non-attainment. There is nothing to attain. You are it. What you have been looking for is there. You are what you have been looking for.

Non-attainment is aimlessness. The Sanskrit term is apranihita. It means not to put something in front of us and run after it. There is no aim. What we are looking for is already there. You are wonderful as you are. You don’t have to become someone else. Whatever you are looking for—the Kingdom of God, happiness, nirvana, enlightenment—is already there in the present moment. We don’t need to strive for it. There is no way to happiness, happiness is the way. There is no way to enlightenment, enlightenment is the way. When you breathe in, when you know that you are alive, that is already enlightenment. You smile to life, you celebrate life; that is already enlightenment.

A step, an in-breath can bring you awareness, mindfulness—it is already enlightenment. Enlightenment brings happiness and release. Every moment of your daily life should be a moment of enlightenment, of mindfulness. There is no way to peace, peace is the way. This is the spirit of aimlessness. An enlightened person is a person with nowhere to go, nothing to do. Everything is fine. We enjoy every moment of our daily life. We are not striving for anything, including power, fame, wealth, or sex. We are completely released. Each moment of our daily  life should be an act of release, an act of liberation. If we are still running after something, we are not a happy person. We are still missing something.

We need to observe, we need to learn, in order to fully understand the teaching on aimlessness. If we practice aimlessness, we will be able to walk like a buddha, to sit like a buddha, to smile like a buddha, to react like a buddha, to love as a buddha, and to die peacefully like a buddha. The Buddha knows that death and birth are only notions.

The teaching of aimlessness, of nirvana, is very characteristic of the Buddha. It is found in all Buddhist traditions. It is a very deep teaching. When we practice beginning anew, touching the earth, total relaxation, or compassionate listening, we can get relief. But the greatest relief we can get is by touching our nature of no-birth and no-death. If you touch that, you touch God. You touch nirvana, you are released. You do not have to run after anything else. You are released from running. This is the cream of the Buddha’s teaching. It can be applied to our daily life for our liberation, our release, and our transformation and healing.

When we decide to live our lives with bodhicitta, we enter a flowing river of understanding and compassion. That river has no beginning and no end. It contains our Sangha, our ancestors, and future generations. I invite all of us, together, as one, to relax and allow ourselves to be carried by this river, to let it take us where we want to go.
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practices

TOUCHING THE EARTH TO OUR LAND ANCESTORS (EXPANDED VERSION)

We can honor our blood and spiritual ancestors in our home by establishing a physical altar for them. Every day we can burn incense, remove the dust from the altar, and touch the earth to connect with our ancestors. The practice of Touching the Earth is the practice of bringing our mindfulness to bear on what is right here in front of us and underneath us. Touching the Earth is a traditional Buddhist practice also called prostration. Many people have confused prostration with an act of worship. To touch the earth is an act of reconciliation, not an act of worship. It is an act of coming home to what is here and what is now. It is an act of embracing and being embraced by our mother Earth.

It’s important in prostration to actually touch the earth, or the ground or floor, beneath us. Once when we were introducing this practice at a mindfulness retreat in Oklahoma, a man said, “I ain’t touchin’ no earth.” And I thought, “Well, where are you? What are you walking on? What did you rise up out of, and what will you go back to?”  This is not about idolatry; this is about comin’ home to the earth and her tremendous capacity to receive what we need to let go of, to heal it, and to transform it. What we’re doing when we touch the earth is letting go. We are like autumn leaves that are falling. We’re letting our afflictions fall, our sorrow fall, our anger fall, our disappointment fall into the earth, and the energy that all of that represents. The earth has the tremendous capacity to receive our pain, and give us back renewed energy. The earth does this with compost every day, all the time.

I remember when I first realized that throughout my whole life I’ve never had the experience of being disrespected by a tree. Not once. I never had a tree say to me, “Don’t you sit here! Who do you think you are?” I’ve never had a rock say that. The earth receives us all, just as we are. So we release, we let go, we let our energy fall, and the earth takes that energy, heals it, and transforms it, and gives it back to us as new life.

Touching the Earth practice can be done at our altar or outside, alone, or with our community. You can record the text below first and then play it back as you touch the earth, or if you are practicing in a group or with a friend, one person can read the text while the others practice touching the earth. Read the sentence in italics while everyone is standing. Then invite the bell for everyone to bow down and touch the earth. Read the rest of each paragraph while people are touching the earth. Invite the bell again for all to stand up. If you wish, you can also touch the earth and silently express your gratitude and suffering as it arises spontaneously in you. There is no need to feel bound to this particular text. It is most powerful when it becomes your own and is expressed in your own words, with your own flavor.

There are several forms of Touching the Earth in the Plum Village tradition, and the text here is special in its emphasis on helping us  connect to our land ancestors. Although this text is specific to the ancestors of North America, feel free to adapt it to the ancestors of your own land and culture. For more about Touching the Earth, including other versions, see Happiness and Touching the Earth (both published by Parallax Press).

 


Before we begin, we stand and wiggle our toes and our fingers. We let our whole body and every cell know that all our ancestors are present in us, because when we look deeply, we are touching the earth together with them. We want to stay with our in-breath and stay with our out-breath through this process. We bring our attention down to our abdomen and stay close to our center, unifying our body, mind, heart. When we bow down, our five limbs—forehead, left and right shins, and left and right forearms—touch the earth. I once led a retreat with a quadriplegic man. When the time came for Touching the Earth, his one hand that he could move shook as he moved his fingers downward. His whole being was present. It’s not about whether we physically do it perfectly. It’s about whether we’re here! The most important thing in this practice is our energy of mindfulness.

—Larry Ward

 


TOUCHING THE EARTH TO OUR LAND ANCESTORS

by the Plum Village Fourfold Sangha

 


In gratitude I bow to this land and to all of the ancestors who made it available. (Bell, all touch the earth). I see that I am whole, protected, and nourished by this land and all of the living beings that have been here and made life easy and possible for me through all their efforts. I see all those known and unknown who have made this country a refuge for  people of so many origins and colors, by their talent, perseverance, and love—those who have worked hard to build schools, hospitals, bridges, and roads; to protect human rights; to develop science and technology; and to fight for freedom and social justice. (Bell, all stand up. Take three breaths.)

 


I touch my African American ancestors, you who were enslaved and brought to this land, who poured your blood, sweat, and tears on this land, whose unrewarded labor helped make this country an economic world power. (Bell, all touch the earth). I am in touch with the crippling violence and inhumanity that my African American ancestors faced every day, the loss of your land, language, culture, family, and freedom, and how you always found ways to resist, to subvert oppression, to maintain your humanity, through soulful singing, prayer, humor, slave revolts, communities of escaped slaves, as well as through political struggle, a strong commitment to education, and economic empowerment. I aspire to preserve, nourish, and pass on your strength, patience, perseverance, love, forgiveness, humility, your creativity and innovation in agriculture, inventions, history, music, dance, art, the sciences, sports, oratory, literature, religion, civil and human rights activism, and community spirit. I see Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, George Washington Carver, Garrett A. Morgan, W. E. B. DuBois, Langston Hughes, Ernest Just, Roger Arliner, Rosa Parks, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, Audre Lorde, Ella Baker, Fannie Lou Hamer, John Henrik Clarke, Ivan Van Sertima, and all others known and unknown inside of me, and in gratitude I honor you all. (Bell, all stand up. Take three breaths.)

I touch my Asian American and Pacific Islander ancestors of this land, those of you from the Philippines, China, Japan, Korea, India, Nepal, Tibet, Burma, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific Islands. (Bell, all touch the earth). I am in touch with you who courageously survived the devastation of war, colonialism, and displacement from our ancestral homelands and who carved a graceful new path amidst the turmoil of dislocation and discrimination. I touch your experiences of Chinese and South Indian indentured servitude, Japanese-American internment camps, anti-Asian exclusion laws, labor exploitation, land dispossession and contamination, refugee camps, family separation, hate crimes, and assimilation. I touch your sacrifice and contribution to the economic success of this land through your underpaid labor in gold mines, farms, and canneries along the Pacific Coast, your work in the dangerous construction of transcontinental railroads, and your many innovations in agriculture, textiles, manufacturing, and technology throughout this land. I honor the ways that you preserved your body, mind, and spirit through music, poetry, literature, food, culture, community, and interracial solidarity. I aspire to preserve, nourish, and pass on your patience, perseverance, determination, respect for ancestors and elders, commitment to youth and family, education, arts, and your painstaking care to maintain culture, language, and religion for future generations. I see Fred Korematsu, Maxine Hong Kingston, Queen Lili’uokalani, Richard Aoki, Haing S. Ngor, Grace Lee Boggs, Gayle Kawaipuna Prejean, Al Robles, Jose Rizal, Yo-Yo Ma, Vincent Chin, Kalpana Chawla, David Suzuki, Ellison Onizuka, Maya Lin, and Daniel Tsui and all others known and unknown inside of me, and in gratitude, I honor you all. (Bell, all stand up. Take three breaths.)

I touch my European American ancestors, you who came to this land to find freedom from political and religious oppression and poverty, who came seeking a new vision of society. (Bell, all touch the earth). I touch the deep insight and compassion of these ancestors: the Quakers, Abolitionists, peace activists, and the great conservationists. I am aware that many of you European American ancestors lost your fortunes and even your lives to resist the oppression of people of color. At the same time, I touch the great suffering experienced by some of you in my ancestry who were misguided in their views, whose belief in your superiority led to the decimation of Native peoples, the horrors of slavery, and the exclusion of people of color. I pour all this suffering on the earth and ask the earth to help me transform it into wisdom and compassion. I aspire to preserve, nourish, and pass on your courage in coming to an unfamiliar land, your strong faith and commitment to democracy, your perseverance, respect for the arts and ingenuity. I see Abigail Adams, Abraham Lincoln, Jane Addams, Benjamin Franklin, William Lloyd Garrison, Susan B. Anthony, John Dewey, Amelia Earhart, Dorothy Day, Albert Einstein, Helen Keller, Woody Guthrie, Ralph Carr, Isadora Duncan, Myles Horton, Andrew Goodman, Michael Schwerner, Howard Zinn, Jane Goodall, Paul Farmer, and all others known and unknown, inside of me, and in gratitude, I honor you all. (Bell, all stand up. Take three breaths.)

 


I touch my Latino/a ancestors of this land, you who are the children of the indigenous peoples of the Americas and the Spanish colonizers, some who for centuries lived on and built up roughly half of the present day U.S., and some who immigrated from Central and South America more recently. (Bell, all touch the earth). I touch the blood, sweat, and tears you have poured on to this land as farm laborers, skilled artisans, teachers, politicians, architects,  and activists. I am in touch with the suffering of my Latino/a ancestors due to war and racist policies, like the deportation of two million Mexican American U.S. citizens during the Depression, as well as loss of land and culture. I am in touch with the United Farm Workers movement to end dehumanizing conditions for migrant workers, and I feel this collective energy, courage, intelligence, and dedication nourishing and supporting me to also do my part. I aspire to preserve, nourish, and pass on your strength, patience, perseverance, love, forgiveness, humility, humor, your creativity and innovation in the arts, your tradition of nourishing food and taking care of family. I see César Chávez, Dolores Huerta, Emiliano Zapata, Pablo Neruda, Simón Bolívar, Rigoberta Menchú, Sandra Cisneros, Emma Tenayuca, Gloria Anzaldúa, Rodolfo (Corky) González, Sonia Maria Sotomayor, and all others known and unknown, inside of me and in gratitude, I honor you all. (Bell, all stand up. Take three breaths.)

 


I touch my Native American ancestors, you who have lived on this land for such a long time and known the ways to live in peace and harmony with each other and with nature, protecting the mountains, forests, animals, plants, and minerals. (Bell, all touch the earth). I am grateful for all the foods that you, our ancestors have cultivated to nourish us today, and for the Iroquois contribution to our system of government. I am in touch with the profound suffering of my Native American ancestors: genocide, displacement, racism, and separation from homeland, culture, religion, food, dance, and songs. I deeply honor the bravery and leadership that has allowed our people to survive and thrive, and I am humbled by the brilliance of our cultural renewal, the resilience of our traditions, and our deep generosity over the past five hundred years. I release our suffering to the earth and ask the earth, sky, water, and fire to help me transform  it into wisdom and compassion. I aspire to preserve, nourish, and pass your medicine, ingenuity, humor, courage, dignity, clarity, compassion, art, culture, traditions of cooperation, and selfless service to the community. I see Black Elk, Geronimo, Wilma Mankiller, Tecumseh, Winona LaDuke, Crazy Horse, Linda Hogan, L. Frank Manriquez, Chief Joseph, Chrystos, Leonard Peltier, Anne Dunn, Red Cloud, John Trudell, Mona Stonefish, Vine Deloria, Jr., Wovoka, and all others known and unknown inside of me, and in gratitude, I honor you all. (Bell, all stand up. Take three breaths.)

 


I feel the energy of this land penetrating my body, mind, and soul, supporting and accepting me. I vow to cultivate and maintain this energy and to transmit it to future generations. I vow to contribute my part in transforming the violence, hatred and delusion that still lie deep in the collective consciousness of this society—in all ethnic groups—so that future generations will have more safety, joy, and peace. I ask this land for its protection and support. (End with three sounds of the bell.)




DEEP RELAXATION 

Give yourself at least twenty minutes. When you do deep relaxation in a group, one person can guide the exercise using the following cues or some variation of them. When you do deep relaxation on your own, you may like to record an exercise to follow as you practice. Deep relaxation can be done at home at least once a day, wherever you have the space to lie comfortably. You can do it with others in your family, with one member leading the session.

 


Lie down on your back with your arms at your sides. Make yourself comfortable. Allow your body to relax. Be aware of the floor beneath you . . . and of the contact of your body with the floor. (Breathe.) Allow your body to sink into the floor. (Breathe.)

 


Become aware of your breathing, in and out. Be aware of your abdomen rising and falling as you breathe in and out. (Breathe.) Rising . . . falling . . . rising . . . falling. (Breathe.)

 


Breathing in, bring your awareness to your eyes. Breathing out, allow your eyes to relax. Allow your eyes to sink back into your head . . . let go of the tension in all the tiny muscles around your eyes . . . our eyes allow us to see a paradise of form and color . . . allow your eyes to rest . . . send love and gratitude to your eyes . . . (Breathe.)

 


Breathing in, bring your awareness to your mouth. Breathing out, allow your mouth to relax. Release the tension around your mouth . . . your lips are the petals of a flower . . . let a gentle smile bloom on your  lips . . . smiling releases the tension in the hundreds of muscles in your face . . . feel the tension release in your cheeks . . . your jaw . . . your throat . . . (Breathe.)

 


Breathing in, bring your awareness to your shoulders. Breathing out, allow your shoulders to relax. Let them sink into the floor . . . let all the accumulated tension flow into the floor . . . you carry so much with your shoulders . . . now let them relax as you care for your shoulders. (Breathe.)

 


Breathing in, become aware of your arms. Breathing out, relax your arms. Let your arms sink into the floor . . . your upper arms . . . your elbows . . . your lower arms . . . your wrists . . . hands . . . fingers . . . all the tiny muscles . . . move your fingers a little if you need to, to help the muscles relax. (Breathe.)

 


Breathing in, bring your awareness to your heart. Breathing out, allow your heart to relax. (Breathe.) You have neglected your heart for a long time . . . by the way you work, eat, and manage anxiety and stress . . . (Breathe.) Your heart beats for you night and day . . . embrace your heart with mindfulness and tenderness . . . reconciling and taking care of your heart. (Breathe.)

 


Breathing in, bring your awareness to your legs. Breathing out, allow your legs to relax. Release all the tension in your legs . . . your thighs . . . your knees . . . your calves . . . your ankles . . . your feet . . . your toes . . . all the tiny muscles in your toes . . . you may want to move your toes a little to help them relax . . . send your love and care to your toes. (Breathe.)

 


Breathing in, breathing out . . . your whole body feels light . . . like duck weed floating on the water . . . you have nowhere to go . . . nothing to do . . . you are free as the cloud floating in the sky . . . (Breathe.)

 


(Singing or music for some minutes.) (Breathe.)

 


Bring your awareness back to your breathing . . . to your abdomen rising and falling. (Breathe.)

 


Following your breathing, become aware of your arms and legs . . . you may want to move them a little and stretch. (Breathe.)

 


When you feel ready, slowly sit up. (Breathe.)

 


When you are ready, slowly stand up.




BEGINNING ANEW 

To begin anew is to look deeply and honestly at ourselves, our past actions, speech, and thoughts and to create a fresh beginning within ourselves and in our relationships with others. We practice Beginning Anew to clear our mind and keep our practice fresh. When a difficulty arises in our relationships and one of us feels resentment or hurt, we know it is time to Begin Anew.

Beginning Anew helps us develop our kind speech and compassionate listening, because it is a practice of recognition and appreciation of the positive elements within our Sangha. Recognizing others’ positive traits allows us to see our own good qualities as well. Along with these good traits, we each have areas of weakness, such as talking out of our anger or being caught in our misperceptions. As in a garden, when we “water the flowers” of loving kindness and compassion in each other, we also take energy away from the weeds of anger, jealousy, and misperception.

We can practice Beginning Anew everyday by expressing our appreciation to the people in our community and apologizing right away when we do or say something that hurts them. We can politely let others know when we have been hurt as well. The health and happiness of the whole community depends on the harmony, peace, and joy that exist between every one.

At Plum Village we practice Beginning Anew every week. Everyone sits in a circle with a vase of fresh flowers in the center, and we follow our breathing as we wait for the facilitator to begin. The ceremony has three parts: flower watering, expressing regrets, and expressing hurts and difficulties. This practice can prevent feelings of hurt  from building up over the weeks and helps make the situation safe for everyone in the community.

We begin with flower watering. When someone is ready to speak, she joins her palms and the others join their palms to show that she has the right to speak. Then she stands, walks slowly to the flowers, takes the vase in her hands, and returns to her seat. When she speaks, her words reflect the freshness and beauty of the flowers that are in her hands. During flower watering, the speaker acknowledges the wholesome, wonderful qualities of the others. It is not flattery; we always speak the truth. Everyone has strong points that can be seen with awareness. No one can interrupt the person holding the flowers. She is allowed as much time as she needs, and everyone else practices deep listening. When she has finished speaking, she stands up and slowly returns the vase to the center of the room.

We should not underestimate the first step of flower watering. When we can sincerely recognize the beautiful qualities of other people, it is very difficult to hold onto our feelings of anger and resentment. We will naturally soften and our perspective will become wider and more inclusive of the whole reality. When we are no longer caught in misperceptions, irritation, and judgment, we can easily find the way to reconcile ourselves with others in our community or family. The essence of this practice is to restore love and understanding between members of the community. The form that the practice takes needs to be appropriate to the situation and people involved. It is always helpful to consult with others who have more experience in the practice and have gone through similar difficulties in order to benefit from their experiences.

In the second part of the ceremony, we express regrets for anything  we have done to hurt others. It does not take more than one thoughtless phrase to hurt someone. The ceremony of Beginning Anew is an opportunity for us to recall some regret from earlier in the week and undo it.

In the third part of the ceremony, we express ways in which others have hurt us. Loving speech is crucial. We want to heal the community, not harm it. We speak frankly, but we do not want to be destructive. Listening meditation is an important part of the practice. When we sit among a circle of friends who are all practicing deep listening, our speech becomes more beautiful and more constructive. We never blame or argue.

In this final part of the ceremony, compassionate listening is crucial. We listen to another’s hurts and difficulties with the willingness to relieve the suffering of the other person, not to judge or argue with her. We listen with all our attention. Even if we hear something that is not true, we continue to listen deeply so the other person can express her pain and release the tensions within herself. If we reply to her or correct her, the practice will not bear fruit. We just listen. If we need to tell the other person that her perception was not correct, we can do that a few days later, privately and calmly. Then, at the next Beginning Anew session, she may be the person who rectifies the error, and we will not have to say anything. We close the ceremony with a song or by holding hands with everyone in the circle and breathing for a minute.





DIVERSITY RESOURCES

Selected Buddhist Centers that Offer People of Color Retreats1. BLUE CLIFF MONASTERY Pine Bush, New Yorkwww.bluecliffmonastery.org



2. DEER PARK MONASTERY Escondido, Californiawww.deerparkmonastery.org



3. EAST BAY MEDITATION CENTER Oakland, Californiawww.eastbaymeditation.org



4. GREEN GULCH FARM ZEN CENTER Muir Beach, Californiawww.sfzc.org



5. INSIGHT MEDITATION SOCIETY Barre, Massachusettswww.dharma.org



6. MANZANITA VILLAGE Warner Springs, Californiawww.manzanitavillage.org



7. SPIRIT ROCK MEDITATION CENTER Woodacre, Californiawww.spiritrock.org



8. VALLECITOS MOUNTAIN REFUGE Taos, New Mexicowww.vallecitos.org





Selected Organizations for Building Diversity1. HIGHL ANDER RESEARCH AND EDUCATION CENTERNew Market, Tennessee www.highlandercenter.org



2. INDIGENOUS ENVIRONMENTAL NETWORK Bemidji, Minnesotawww.ienearth.org



3. JAMES AND GRACE LEE BOGGS CENTER TO NURTURE COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP Detroit, Michigan boggscenter.org 

4. CHALLENGING WHITE SUPREMACY San Francisco, Californiawww.cwsworkshop.org



5. SOUTHERN POVERTY LAW CENTER Atlanta, Georgiawww.splcenter.org



6. GLOBAL LOCAL POPULAR EDUCATION Santa Cruz, Californiacjtc.ucsc.edu/globallocalpoped/index.html





Selected Videos1. Global Oneness Project www.globalonenessproject.org



2. Race, the Power of an Illusion www.newsreel.org/nav/title.asp?tc=CN0149



3. The Color of Fear www.stirfryseminars.com



4. Colors of Compassion A film that documents the first retreat for People of Color led by Thich Nhat Hanh in 2004 at Deer Park Monastery in Escondido, California. Retreatants and monastics give personal insights on what the Dharma means to them and how it impacts their lives. www.colorsofcompassionmovie.com.





Selected Reading1. Being Black: Zen and the Art of Living With Fearlessness and Grace by Angel Kyodo Williams (New York: Penguin, 2002)



2. Tell Me Something About Buddhism by Dr. Zenju Earthlyn Manuel (Kasai River Press, 2009)

www.zenjuearthlynmanuel.com (free download)



3. Dharma, Color, and Culture: New Voices in Western Buddhism ed. Hilda Gutierez Baldoquín (Berkeley: Parallax Press, 2004)

4. Spirit In Motion: Sustainability Toolkit by Movement Strategy Center (2005)

www.movementstrategy.org/resources (free download)



5. Dreaming Me: An African-American Woman’s Buddhist Journey by Jan Willis (New York: Riverhead, 2002)









ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATIONS: BRETT COOK

The drawings in this book are inspired by images from the 2005 Colors of Compassion retreat. A number of them became the focus of a Sangha mural that retreat participants and the greater Deer Park Sangha helped to create at that retreat. On the first day of orientation, each participant was invited to consider what makes a happy, loving, and harmonious community. Through the course of the week, everyone wrote or drew their definitions of loving community on multicolored paper. Heartfelt, insightful definitions appeared immediately and were fresh and diverse like the loving, harmonious community itself:“I was about to give up on family. I saw them as an unchangeable reality that would only prevent my own healing. But I’ve remembered that is not so.”

 


“I we you and they we us then it we all.”

 


“Loving Community is an In Lak’Ech moment with open skies, solid mountains and blooming flowers: those that speak as we are trained to hear and those that don’t. It is a struggle to listen and be. It is the ability to practice walking and being with others in a way so that every step whispers: “You are my other self.”





During the first two days of the retreat I photographed different moments of the Sangha practicing and combined my images with others from earlier retreats at Deer Park. I crafted original ink drawings on clear polyester sheets based on the photos. During the nights of the retreat, with many volunteers, we projected and painted the drawings onto the walls of two large dormitories in the main residential area of  the Monastery. The large images were accompanied by a selection of quotes from Thich Nhat Hanh and practitioners that articulated what makes a happy, loving, and harmonious community.

The project culminated on the last afternoon of the retreat with a celebration of creative expression, opportunity for personal dialogue, and community connection. The cards with the loving community statements were glued to the two newly decorated walls. Numerous bowls of oil pastels were passed around and everyone colored in the large drawings and text that had been projected and painted over the previous days. Music, including songs from the statements about loving community, added to the energy of the celebration. At the center of this positive shared experience was an artistic embodiment of interbeing.
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Parallax Press, a nonprofit organization, publishes books on engaged Buddhism and the practice of mindfulness by Thich Nhat Hanh and other authors.

All of Thich Nhat Hanh’s work is available at our online store and in our free catalog. For a copy of the catalog, please contact:

 


Parallax Press 
P.O. Box 7355 
Berkeley, CA 94707 
Tel: (510) 525-0101 
www.parallax.org
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Monastics and laypeople practice the art of mindful living in the tradition of

Thich Nhat Hanh at retreat communities in Europe and the United States.

To reach any of these communities, or for information about individuals and families joining for a practice period, please contact:

Plum Village 
13 Martineau 
33580 Dieulivol, France 
www.plumvillage.org

 


Blue Cliff Monastery 
3 Mindfulness Road 
Pine Bush, NY 12566 
www.bluecliffmonastery.org

 


European Institute of Applied 
Buddhism 
Schaumburgweg 3 
51545 Waldbrol, Germany 
www.eiab.eu

 


Deer Park Monastery 
2499 Melru Lane 
Escondido, CA 92026 
www.deerparkmonastery.org



The Mindfulness Bell, a journal of the art of mindful living in the tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh, is published three times a year by Plum Village. To subscribe or to see the worldwide directory of Sanghas, visit www.mindfulnessbell.org.


1 In 2005, at the invitation of the Vietnamese government, Thich Nhat Hanh returned to Vietnam for a three-month visit. He returned again in 2007 and 2008.



2 Eye consciousness gives rise to seeing, ear consciousness to hearing, nose consciousness to smelling, tongue consciousness to tasting, body consciousness to touching, and mind consciousness to thinking.



3 The Gestalt Prayer, Fritz Perls, 1969.



4 “A white school bus driver in Coushatta, Louisiana, ordered nine black students to sit in the back of the bus and reserved front-row seats for white children. The bus driver was suspended pending an investigation. A black bus driver from another route was assigned to pick up the nine black children.” From: Shreveport Times, August 24, 2006, www.jbhe.com/rrr/rrr_aug06.html.



5 The first two retreats for people of color with Thich Nhat Hanh were titled, Colors of Compassion.



6 The Dharma body is “the teaching body, the source of enlightenment and happiness, the way to realize understanding and love.” From Thich Nhat Hanh, The Heart of the Buddha’s Teaching (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 1998), page 145.






Parallax Press
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Copyright © 2010 by Unified Buddhist Church.
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No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without written permission from the publisher.

The material in this book comes in large part from five retreats for people of color, three offered by Thich Nhat Hanh and the Plum Village international sangha; one by Larry Ward, Sister Jewel, and the Deer Park monastics; and one by Sister The Nghiem, Sister Thieu Nghiem, and the Blue Cliff monastics. These retreats were held annually at Deer Park Monastery in Escondido, California (2004–2007), and at Blue Cliff Monastery in Pine Bush, New York (2008).
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